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Abstract: Silk fibroin is a biocompatible, non-toxic, mechanically robust protein, and it is commonly 

used and studied as a material for biomedical applications. Silk fibroin also gained particular 

interest as a drug carrier vehicle, and numerous silk formats have been investigated for this purpose. 

Herein, we have prepared electrospun nanofibers from pure silk fibroin and blended silk 

fibroin/casein, followed by the incorporation of an anti-inflammatory drug, diclofenac. Casein 

serves as an excipient in pharmaceutical products and has a positive effect on the gradual release of 

drugs. The characteristics of the investigated composites were estimated by scanning electron 

microscope, transmission electron microscope, thermogravimetric analysis, and a lifetime of 

diclofenac by electron paramagnetic resonance analysis. The cumulative release in vitro of 

diclofenac sodium salt, together with the antiproliferative effect of diclofenac sodium salt-loaded 

silk nanofibers against the growth of two cancer cell lines, are presented and discussed. 
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1. Introduction 

During the last decade, both synthetic and natural drug-release materials have been developed 

for use in drug delivery systems. Most of the drug delivery formulations on the market or in research 

are based on synthetic polymers, such as polyesters, polyphosphazene, or poly(lactic-co-glycolic 

acid), due to their desirable pharmacokinetics and controllable hydrolytic degradation profiles [1]. 

Although they are generally considered safe, their inherent properties and processing requirements 

limit their use in certain sustained delivery areas, such as protein therapeutics, where these issues 

can impact product stability. 

Naturally derived biopolymers, such as gelatin, alginates, collagen and cellulose, offer an 

attractive alternative to synthetic polymers and are currently under investigation for their use in drug 

delivery formulations [2]. Since most of these polymers tend to have relatively high dissolution rates 

in aqueous media, batch-to-batch variability and sourcing-related issues, the development of protein-

based formulation must offer tunable sustained release kinetics and enhanced product stability from 

a reliable source and a well-characterized starting material. To fulfill these requirements, a 
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considerable amount of work has been conducted in the area of silk protein-based materials for drug 

delivery applications [3]. 

Silk fibroin (Bombyx mori) is a biologically derived protein that meets the biomaterial 

requirements for wound healing, implantable, and degradable medical applications [4,5]. There are 

already well-established products on the market, such as silk sutures (Surusil®, Sofsilk™), silk 

scaffolds (Seri®) and bone tissue engineering LAPONITE® [6]. 

Silk fibroin presents a combination of beneficial properties for drug delivery, including excellent 

biocompatibility [7], degradation to non-toxic products in vivo [8]. It provides easily accessible 

functional groups for chemical modifications [9]. 

Various silk-based material formats have been investigated as drug carriers, including bulk 

loaded systems, microspheres, nanoparticles or nanofibers [10–12]. Nanofibers with nanoscale 

structures are generated by electrospinning when high voltage is applied to the polymer solution. 

The formed nanofibers are characterized by a large surface area, high porosity, and superior 

mechanical properties [13–16]. The silk fibroin-based fibers (SFs) can be obtained either from pure 

silk fibroin or blended with other materials such as synthetic or natural polymers or small molecules. 

The presence of other components in SFs can influence the silk physical properties or can enrich their 

functionalities [17–20]. A suitable candidate that can modify the drug release properties due to its 

structural and physicochemical properties is casein. This major milk protein is also inexpensive, non-

toxic, readily available, and stable [21]. Casein subunits are amphiphilic, and it has been suggested 

that casein acts as a stabilizer of protein structure [22]. The use of casein for drug delivery purposes 

in various formulations generates a slow release of the active materials [23–25].  

The advantages of drug delivery from fibers include the short diffusion path of small molecules 

from the biomaterial to the issue, which will yield a higher overall release rate than the corresponding 

bulk material. The release of the drugs at a defined rate over a definite period should be possible by 

tuning polymer properties such as polymer structure, nanofibers morphology, composition, 

orientation of the fibers, and fibrous web porosity [26,27]. 

The active component for the silk fibroin nanofibers and casein-mixed silk fibroin nanofiber 

(CSFs) delivery system is one of the most commonly used drugs in the world. Diclofenac, a non-

steroidal anti-inflammatory drug, used in the treatment of pain in rheumatoid arthritis, migraine, 

and post-operative pain, has an established role in oncological practice in the treatment of cancer-

related pain and as a topical treatment for actinic keratosis, which is commonly viewed as a pre-

cancerous lesion. The treatment of various types of cancer cell lines like fibrosarcoma [28], colorectal 

cancer [29], neuroblastoma [30], and ovarian cancer [31,32] showed a reduced growth rate and low 

levels of vascularization. 

The main objective of this study was to prepare biobased composite materials and to use them 

as delivery systems for diclofenac, with sustained releasing kinetics. Accordingly, in this work, we 

describe the preparation of electrospun SFs and CSFs as drug delivery carrier vehicles for the in vitro 

release of diclofenac sodium salt as a model system. Then, we have also studied the antiproliferative 

activity of diclofenac sodium salt-embedded electrospun silk mats against cancer human cells 

derived from the skin (CaSki, epidermoid carcinoma derived from the metastatic site in the small 

intestine) and cervix (Hela cells). 

2. Materials and Methods 

2.1. Materials 

Commercially degummed silk fiber from Bombyx mori was used for our experiments. Casein 

(Merck, Darmstadt, Germany), lithium bromide (Alfa Aesar, Karlsruhe, Germany), ethanol 

(Centralchem, Bratislava, Slovakia), toluene (Microchem, Pezinok, Slovakia), 1,1,1,3,3,3-hexafluoro-

2-propanol (HFIP, hexafluoroisopropanol, TCI Tokyo Kasei, Japan), diclofenac sodium salt (DSS) and 

dimethyl sulfoxide (Sigma-Aldrich, Weinheim, Germany), (2,2,6,6-tetramethylpiperidin-1-yl)oxyl 

(TEMPO•, Sigma-Aldrich, Poznań, Poland) were used without further purification. Methanol and 

water for high-performance liquid chromatography (HPLC) analysis were purchased as HPLC grade 
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solvents from Macron (Gliwice, Poland) and CentralChem (Bratislava, Slovakia), respectively. 3-(4,5-

Dimethyldiazol-2-yl)-2,5-diphenyltetrazolium bromide (MTT) was purchased from Calbiochem 

(Merck Millipore, Darmstadt, Germany). Dulbecco’s modified Eagle medium (DMEM), fetal calf 

serum (FCS), streptomycin, penicillin, and L-glutamine were purchased from Gibco (Life 

Technologies, Grand Island, NY, USA). Human cell lines: MRC5 normal lung fibroblasts, CaSki 

epidermoid carcinoma derived from the metastatic site in the small intestine, and Hela cervix 

carcinoma were obtained from the collection in the Institute of Virology BMC SAV (Bratislava, 

Slovakia). 

2.2. Processing of Natural Silk 

A total of 2 g of silk was dissolved in 10 mL of a 9.3 M lithium bromide solution by stirring at 60 

°C for 4 h to obtain a 20% w/v solution. The homogeneous solution was dialyzed in distilled water 

using the dialysis membrane (12–14 kDa, Sigma-Aldrich, Saint Louis, MO, USA) for 2 days. The 

aggregates that occurred during dialysis were removed by centrifugation (10 min, 10,000 rpm, 25 °C). 

The final concentration of the aqueous silk solution was approximately 8% w/v, which was 

subsequently lyophilized and then dissolved in HFIP for electrospinning. 

2.3. Preparation of Solutions for Electrospinning 

The components for solutions used in the electrospinning are listed in Table 1. 

Table 1. Content of solutions prepared for electrospinning. 

 
Silk Fibroin 

(SFs) 
DSS Casein HFIP 

Silk fibroin (SFs)_ 4 g - - 
50 

mL 

Silk fibroin + DSS (SFs/15% or 30%DSS) 4 g 
15% or 

30% 
- 

50 

mL 

Silk fibroin + casein (CSFs) 4 g - 5% 
50 

mL 

Silk fibroin + casein + DSS (CSFs/15% or 

30%DSS) 
4 g 

15% or 

30% 
5% 

50 

mL 

For all compositions, casein content was selected to be 5%, which is the upper limit of its 

solubility in our experimental conditions. 

2.4. Electrospinning 

Fiber mats were prepared using the electrospinning method. This process was carried out under 

ambient temperature in a horizontal spinning configuration. The prepared solutions were placed into 

a 10 mL syringe bearing a flat-end needle with a 0.8 mm inner diameter. The needle was connected 

with a high voltage power supply (Spellman SL-150W, Bochum, Germany). The applied voltage was 

held at 20 kV with positive polarity. Applied voltages were selected on the basis of results from 

previous unpublished experiments with the individual solutions. The working distance (distance 

between the top of the needle and collector) was 10 cm. The solutions were fed by an NE-1000 (New 

Era Pump Systems, Inc., Farmingdale, NY, USA) single syringe pump model with a constant volume 

rate of 1 mL·h−1. The electrospun fibers were collected on 15 × 15 cm aluminum foil. 

2.5. Characterization 

2.5.1. Scanning Electron Microscopy (SEM) 

The morphology of electrospun silk fibers and the average diameter of the fibers were 

determined by a SEM JEOL JSM-6610 (Tokyo, Japan) microscope at an accelerated voltage of 10 kV. 
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The samples were sputtered with a thin layer of gold. AzTec (Springfield, NJ, USA) software was 

used for collecting SEM images and for processing the results. The images were post-processed using 

Image J software (LOCI, University of Wisconsin, Madison, WI, USA). Approximately 50 fiber 

segments were analyzed randomly to obtain a mean diameter for each nonwoven fiber. 

2.5.2. Transmission Electron Microscopy (TEM) 

Transmission electron microscope JEOL 1200FX (Tokyo, Japan) operated at 80 kV was used. 

Samples were placed and observed on the copper grids. 

2.5.3. Attenuated Total Reflectance–Fourier Transform Infrared Spectroscopy (ATR-FTIR) 

ATR-FTIR spectra were recorded on a spectrophotometer Nicolet 8700 (Thermo Fisher Scientific, 

Madison, WI, USA) using KBr, with a deuterated triglycine sulfate and thermoelectricity cooled 

(DTGS TEC) detector in the region 4000–600 cm−1 at a resolution of 4 cm−1 using the absorbance mode. 

2.5.4. Elemental Analysis 

Elemental analysis (C, H, N, S) was measured using the FLASH 2000 organic elemental analyzer 

(Thermo Fisher Scientific, Waltham, MA, USA). 

2.5.5. Thermal Analysis 

Thermogravimetric analysis (TGA) was performed on a Mettler Toledo (Columbus, OH, USA) 

thermal analyzer in the temperature range of 24–500 °C with a heating rate of 10 °C/min in a stream 

of nitrogen, and the nitrogen gas flow rate was 100 mL/min. Approximately 1–3 mg of each sample 

was weighed, sealed in an aluminum pan and measured with an empty pan as a reference. 

2.5.6. Contact Angle Measurements 

Surface wettability of the free-standing electrospun scaffolds with thickness 25 ± 1 μm was 

characterized by the water contact angle measurements. Static contact angle measurements of all 

electrospun mats were performed at room temperature (22 ± 1 °C). At the analysis, 10 μL droplet of 

distilled water as the reference liquid was deposited by syringe pointed vertically down onto the 

sample surface. A Canon Power Shot SX130 (Tokyo, Japan) camera was used for taking images. The 

photography was taken in the moment that the water droplet hit the surface. The results were 

processed by Image J software. The contact angle was measured five times (n = 5) from different 

positions, and an average value was calculated by the statistical method. 

2.5.7. Electron Paramagnetic Resonance (EPR) Analysis 

The EPR analysis was made using Bruker WinEPR Processing (Billerica, MA, USA). Blank 

solution (50 μM) was prepared from 0.78 mg of TEMPO• in 10 mL HFIP. The concentration of the 

investigated DSS was 1.48 mg/mL. The EPR signals were recorded 5 min after the start of the reaction 

under the following conditions: field modulation of 100 KHz, modulation amplitude of 1 G, field 

constant of 40.96 ms, conversion time of 671.089 ms, center field of 3,245 G, sweep width of 100 G, X-

band frequency of 9.64 GHz, power of 20 mW and temperature of 25 °C. 

2.5.8. DSS Release from Fibrous Nanostructures 

The DSS release was performed from electrospun mats containing 15% w/w of DSS and 5% w/v 

of casein. DSS-loaded silk mats of defined geometry (1 cm in diameter, < 1 mm in thickness and mass 

of approx. 2 mg) were put into 1.5 mL phosphate buffer solution (PBS, pH 7.4) at 37 °C. 

Aliquots of PBS after 24 and 48 h incubation with DSS-loaded mats were taken and analyzed by 

HPLC. HPLC was conducted in the reverse phase using an Agilent 1200 equipment (Agilent, Santa 

Clara, CA, USA) equipped with an isocratic pump G1310A, UV/Vis detector (VWD G1314B), column 

ZORBAX Eclipse Plus C18 150 × 4.6 mm and a manual injector of Rheodyne 7725i type with a loop 
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volume of 20 μL. All measurements were performed in methanol/water (90:10) used as the mobile 

phase in ambient temperature, with a flow rate of 0.5 mL/min and a detection wavelength of 280 nm. 

All measurements were conducted in duplicates for three independent samples (n = 6). In all release 

measurements, the sample for HPLC was prepared by diluting 10 μL of PBS solution of released DSS 

with 90 μL methanol. The amount of released DSS was estimated from the calibration curve. The 

calibration curve for DSS concentration was conducted in methanol:water (90:10), methanol:PBS 

(90:10), and methanol:DMEM (90:10) using the same conditions of measurements as in the case of 

extracts from silk mats. For all solvents, the signal for DSS was not overlapped with residual signals, 

and all points can be fitted with the same calibration curve. 

2.5.9. Cell Viability Assay 

Empty and DSS-loaded silk casein mats of defined geometry (1 cm in diameter and ~1 mm 

thickness) were prepared by electrospinning as described above, and sterilized for 30 min using a 

germicidal lamp GT20T10, 20w, 254 nm (Sankyo Denki, Tokyo, Japan). Cells were seeded in 12-well 

tissue culture plates at concentrations of 1 × 105 per well and incubated overnight in full growth 

medium (DMEM, 10% FCS, penicillin and streptomycin) in a CO2 incubator at 37 °C, 5% CO2 and 

saturated humidity. At the start of experiment, 1.5 mL of culture media was added into cells and one 

silk mat was placed in the well. Incubation and extraction of DSS were performed at 24 and 48 h, 

respectively. All samples were conducted in quadruplicates (n = 4). 

2.5.10. MTT Assay 

Cell viability was assessed by using standard colorimetric MTT assay. After 24 or 48 h of cell 

treatment, the empty and DSS-loaded silk mats were removed from treated cells and culture medium 

was replaced with fresh culture medium containing 0.5 mg/mL MTT and incubated 2 h. After 

incubation, the medium was removed and water-insoluble purple formazan as a product of 

mitochondrial metabolism in living cells was dissolved in dimethylsulfoxide (DMSO). The 

absorbance of the DMSO extract was measured using a Multiskan™ FC Microplate Photometer 

(Thermo Fisher Scientific, Waltham, MA, USA) at 595 nm. 

2.5.11. Statistical Data Analysis 

Experiments were performed at least three times. The average diameters of the fibers were 

estimated statistically from at least 50 measured values. Data were expressed as the mean ± standard 

deviation (SD). For cell experiments, all results are presented as mean ± SD from quadruplicates (n = 

4) or as mean ± SEM from three independent experiments. Statistical analysis was performed using 

one way ANOVA and subsequently the Tukey test of significance. 

3. Results and Discussion 

3.1. Silk Nanofibers Morphology 

In the present work, randomly oriented, smooth and continuous bead-free silk composite 

nanofibers were produced by electrospinning, with structure-loaded 15% and 30% w/w diclofenac 

sodium salt and/or 5% w/v casein (see Table 1). The morphology of the fibrous composites is shown 

on SEM micrographs in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1. SEM images of electrospun silk fibroin composites: (a): SFs, (b): CSFs, (c): SFs/15%DSS, (d): 

SFs/30% DSS, (e): CSFs/15%DSS, (f): CSFs/30%DSS. 

Hexafluoroisopropanol was selected as an appropriate solvent for electrospinning since all 

components (silk, casein and DSS) are readily soluble in our experimental conditions. Moreover, it 

was demonstrated that the HFIP-prepared silk scaffolds are more stable than aqueous-based silk 

composites [33]. The most suitable silk fibroin concentration for fiber formation, optimized by 

gradual experiments, was determined to be 8% w/v. At the same time, other parameters, such as 

voltage, flow rate, and distance, were held constant (see Materials and Methods). The average fiber’s 

diameters and fiber diameter distributions were calculated from the SEM micrographs, as shown in 

Figure 1. The sizes of electrospun silk fibroin composite fibers with various compositions are 

summarized in Table 2. 

Table 2. The average diameter of individual electrospun fibrous mats A–F (see Figure 1) and their 

contact angles. All values are expressed as a mean ± SD. 

Sample Average Diameter [nm] Contact Angle [°] 

A (SFs) 162 ± 97 45 ± 1 

B (CSFs) 301 ± 289 69 ± 4 

C (SFs/15%DSS) 185 ± 95 41 ± 2 

D (SFs/30%DSS) 238 ± 126 37 ± 3 

E (CSFs/15%DSS) 199 ± 117 50 ± 3 

F (CSFs/30%DSS) 191 ± 137 43 ± 3 

Silk: 8% w/v; casein: 5% w/v; DSS: 15% or 30% w/w resp. 

The fiber average diameter of pure silk fibroin is 162 ± 97 nm (Table 2, Figure 1a). The addition 

of DSS at a concentration of 15% w/w had no influence on the fiber diameter, having the same value 

as the pure electrospun SFs (Figure 1a,c). Only the standard deviation was increased. When the 

concentration of DSS changed from 15% to 30% w/w, the fiber diameters grew from 185 nm to 238 

nm (Figure 1c,d). The increase in standard deviation in both concentrations indicates less uniform 
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fibers in comparison to the pure silk nanofibers. The presence of polar DSS also had a direct impact 

on the hydrophilicity of the silk composite scaffolds. Indeed, the contact angles of the SF/DSS 

composites had lower values in comparison with the pure silk scaffolds, indicating a higher 

hydrophilicity. 

By adding 5% w/w casein to the silk fibroin solution, the fiber average diameter increased to 301 

± 289 nm, confirming a good dispersion of casein in SFs (Figure 1b). The effect of casein addition can 

be determined by measuring the water contact angle. In the case of a pure casein cast film, the contact 

angle was around 69°. Although the fiber diameters of CSFs were slightly higher when compared to 

pure SFs, the contact angle of about 69° may indicate the presence of casein on the silk fibroin surface. 

With the addition of DSS to the CSFs, the fiber average diameter slightly decreased from 301 ± 

289 nm (sample b) to 1993 ± 117 nm (sample e) and 191 ± 137 nm (sample f) for 15% and 30% w/w 

DSS, respectively. This effect may have been caused by the conductivity increase in the solution 

containing DSS. Moreover, passing from 15% DSS to 30% DSS in the CSF composites, the contact 

angles are somewhat similar, approaching the value of pure silk fibroin scaffolds. 

The internal structure of the electrospun 8% w/v silk nanofibers loaded with 5% w/w casein and 

15% w/w DSS were also analyzed using TEM. As shown in Figure 2, there were some black outlined 

objects with diameters about 20 nm in the nanofibers seen from the TEM images. These results 

confirmed the heterogeneity of the fibrous structure, which indicating that the 5% w/w casein and 

15% w/w DSS were successfully loaded into the nanofibers. 

 

Figure 2. TEM images of electrospun silk fibroin composites with two different magnifications of 200 

nm and 100 nm: (a) SFs; (b) CSFs/15%DSS. 

3.2. ATR-FTIR Analysis of SF-Based Composites 

Due to the presence of amide groups in silk protein, the characteristic vibration bands at 1620–

1655 cm−1 are assigned to the absorption peak of amide I (C=O stretching), the bands at 1515–1550 

cm−1 to amide II (N-H bending) and the bands around 1230–1250 cm−1 to amide III (C-N stretching). 

The molecular conformation of silk fibroin is characterized by β-sheet absorption peaks at around 

1620, 1515, and 1250 cm−1, random coil conformation absorptions at 1640–1650, 1550, and 1240 cm−1 

as well as α-helix absorption at 1655 cm−1. 

It is well known that protein molecules adopt their native conformation in solution only under 

specific environmental conditions. Studying the structural and the thermodynamic response of 

proteins in dependence of solvent conditions, it was found that among different solvents, alcohols, 

and particularly their fluorinated derivatives, disrupt the native tertiary structure by weakening 

hydrophobic interactions. With the use of hexafluoroisopropanol as a solvent for the electrospinning 
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process, random coil structures rather than β-sheet conformations are expected. Moreover, during 

the electrospinning process, the evaporation of the solvent is very fast and, therefore, the 

crystallization of the silk fibroin chains is unlikely. Indeed, the ATR-FTIR spectrum of the as-spun 

silk fibroin fibers show typical bands at 1652 cm−1 (amide I), 1528 cm−1 (amide II), and 1230 cm−1 

(amide III), attributed to the random coil conformation of the silk fibroin (Figure 3). 
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Figure 3. ATR-FTIR spectrum of electrospun nanofibers: silk (SFs, black line), casein (cast film, red 

line), CSFs (green line), and CSFs/15% DSS (blue line). 

ATR-FTIR spectra of the CSFs and CSF/DSS composites have small variations in comparison 

with the pure silk and show absorption peaks at 1651 cm−1, 1539–1549 cm−1, 1512 cm−1 and 1240 cm−1, 

which are characteristic of the same random coil conformation. The ATR-FTIR spectra of the CSFs 

show an additional absorption band at 1512 cm−1, indicating the presence of casein. 

3.3. Thermal Analysis of SF-Based Composites 

The thermal behavior of the electrospun SFs, CSFs, and CSF/DSS composites is depicted in 

Figure 4. The TGAcurve of the electrospun pure silk shows stability up to 180 °C and the thermal 

decomposition temperature at 250 °C. TGA curves of electrospun silk containing casein and DSS 

show two steps of mass loss. 
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Figure 4. TGA thermograms of electrospun nanofibers: SFs (black line), CSFs (blue line), 

CSFs/15%DSS (green line), and CSFs/30%DSS (red line). 

The first mass loss for all fibers of about 8% occurred at temperature between 100 °C and 200 °C 

due to the loss of water. The second mass loss between 250 °C and 320 °C is more significant and 

corresponds to the degradation of silk. The addition of casein and diclofenac sodium salt has no 

significant impact on the thermal characteristic of the fibrous composites. 

3.4. Electron Paramagnetic Resonance Analysis of Releasing DSS 

Electron paramagnetic resonance spectroscopy was used as a powerful technique to study the 

radical scavenging activity of diclofenac after incorporation of electrospun mats using high voltage. 

After removing the drug from the CSFs, electrospun mat free radicals were detected using the stable 

free radical (2,2,6,6-tetramethylpiperidin-1-yl)oxyl. The TEMPO• was reduced when it reacted with 

the diclofenac donating hydrogen, and this reduction was recorded based on the corresponding 

inhibition of the EPR spectrum [34]. Here, no significant changes were detected in the quartet 

resonance of TEMPO•, thus confirming the antioxidant activity of DSS even after release from 

electrospun mats (Figure 5). 
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Figure 5. EPR spectra of removed DSS from CSFs/30%DSS (blue line) and the commercial DSS (red 

line) in HFIP solution in the presence of TEMPO•. 
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3.5. Biocompatibility of Silk Casein Mats and the Antiproliferative Effect of DSS-Loaded Silk Mats 

Silk-based composites prepared from silkworm Bombyx Mori cocoons have already been used 

for sutures, and silk–fibroin-based composites have biocompatibility similar to commonly used 

biomaterials. 

To determine the biocompatibility of the silk casein fibroin mats, the cytotoxicity was evaluated 

using three cell lines: normal fibroblast (MRC5) and two cancer cells (Hela and CaSki). As seen from 

Figure 6a, the cell viability of healthy human and cancer cells treated with CSF mats was comparable 

to the cell viability of the untreated cells. The morphology of the cells treated with CSF mats was 

normal (Figure 6). 

 

 

Figure 6. Biocompatibility of CSFs (a) and the effect of DSS-loaded CSFs on normal fibroblast (MRC5), 

Hela and CaSki cells after 24 and 48 h incubation (b). The red dashed line corresponds to cell viability 

of control–untreated cells. Cell viability was determined by MTT assay. The results for the 

biocompatibility of CSFs (a) are presented as mean ± SD (n = 4) and for anti-cancer activity (b) as mean 

± SEM of three independent experiments. The statistical significance is shown by asterisks (* p < 0.05, 

*** p < 0.001). 

Once the cell viability tests were adequate, the diclofenac sodium salt-embedded silk fibroin 

nanofibers were prepared to investigate the antiproliferative effect. The DSS-embedded electrospun 

SF mats were used to test the impact on the growth of two cancer cell lines, Hela and CaSki (Figure 

6b). The LC50 (50% lethal concentration) for Hela and CaSki cells, after 24 h of DSS treatment, were 

determined to be around 500 μM; therefore, the amount of DSS used in our experiments was 15% 

w/w. 

The effect of released DSS from silk mats on cell viability was evaluated after 24 and 48 h (Figure 

6b) and compared to untreated cells that were considered as 100% for cell viability. A non-significant 

cytotoxic effect of DSS was observed (82% after 24 h and 79% after 48 h) against MRC5 fibroblasts 

compared with the untreated cell line (100%). The growth of Hela and CaSki cell lines in the presence 

of DSS was relatively inhibited after 24 h (76% and 71% for Hela and CaSki cell lines, respectively) 

when compared to normal MRC5 fibroblasts (84%). The growth of both cancer cell lines was 

significantly inhibited after 48 h of treatment with DSS-embedded mats when the cell viability 

decreased to 43% and 47% for Hela and CaSki cell lines, respectively, and remained at 78% for normal 

fibroblasts (MRC5). The anticancer effect of DSS can be also shown on microscopy images, where in 

the presence of DSS, signs of nucleus lysis and dead cells among the swollen, round-shaped necrotic 

cells were observed (Figure 7). 
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Figure 7. Microscopy images of cell line morphology. The scale bar corresponds to 20 μm. 

The high voltage applied, which is required for fiber production, had only little or even no 

influence on drug activity, which is in good agreement with the published literature [35–37]. The vast 

surface area of the electrospun fibers allows efficient and also fast solvent evaporation. Due to this 

fact, the loaded drug will tend to remain active and will have limited time to recrystallize [38]. 

The SF-embedded diclofenac nanofibers exhibited a burst phase in the first hour. The release 

characteristics showed a high percentage of the drug released in the burst phase, followed by a much 

lower release over the subsequent 48 h. The inclusion of casein was found to significantly modify the 

release of the drug from silk fibroin mats, with a substantial decrease in the burst phase and an overall 

release increase to 120 h. 

Although the fiber diameters in the CSF composites were higher (231–233 nm) when compared 

to the pure silk fibroin (172 nm), meaning a larger surface and a more reliable contact with the 

dissolution medium, a slower release of the drug was observed. Thus, the single component SF 

nanofiber gave rise to a more significant initial burst and an overall short release. In comparison, the 

bicomponent CSF composite resulted in a lower burst and higher total release. These results show 

that by combining two natural polymers, like silk fibroin and casein, it is possible to tune the 

diclofenac-releasing profile. 

In our experimental conditions, by increasing the DSS content from 15% to 30%, both the release 

time and the relative release percentage remain mostly the same (Figure 8). 
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Figure 8. The relative release profile of DSS loaded into the electrospun CSF fibers with 15% w/w of 

DSS (a) and 30% w/w of DSS (b). Relative release was measured in triplicate from two independent 

release experiments. 

4. Conclusions 

By using electrospinning, electrospun silk fibroin and silk fibroin/casein composites embedded 

with diclofenac sodium salt were prepared. The composites were tested for cytotoxicity and 

biocompatibility with fibroblast cells. Moreover, the activity of the drug when released from 

composites was investigated against cancer human cells derived from the skin (CaSki, epidermoid 

carcinoma derived from the metastatic site in the small intestine) and cervix (Hela cells). 

At the beginning, we revealed that the DSS release mechanism had a burst profile for the pure 

silk nanofibers and a more sustained release for the CSF composites. Secondly, in this study, we 

revealed that the tested fibroblasts cells were very well proliferated on SF/DSS and electrospun CSF 

mats. The mentioned proliferation activity of fibroblast cells indicates that electrospun composite 

fibers are non-toxic and biocompatible. In comparison to the fibroblast cells, the growth of both cancer 

lines was significantly inhibited after 48 h. This demonstrated the release of DSS. 

Our results indicate that silk fibroin nanofibers are feasible materials for DSS rapid release and 

that by combining the silk fibroin with casein, a more sustained release can be obtained. Such material 

could be used as a wound dressing alternative or a drug release system. 

Author Contributions: Conceptualization, A.E.A., A.O.Š. and E.K.; methodology, A.E.A., J.K., Z.K., A.K., Š.N. 

and A.O.Š.; software, A.E.A., A.O.Š., A.O., A.K., Š.N. and J.K.; validation, A.E.A., A.O.Š., E.K., J.R. and Z.K.; 

formal analysis, A.K., A.O., Š.N., J.K. and Z.K.; investigation, A.O.Š., A.E.A., A.O., A.K., Š.N., J.K.; resources, 

A.O.Š., A.E.A.; data curation, A.O.Š., A.E.A.; writing—original draft preparation, A.E.A., A.O.Š., E.K., J.R.; 

writing—review and editing, A.E.A., A.O.Š., E.K., J.R.; visualization, A.O.Š.; supervision, A.E.A., A.O.Š., E.K., 

J.R.; project administration, A.E.A., A.O.Š.; funding acquisition, A.E.A., A.O.Š. All authors have read and agreed 

to the published version of the manuscript. 

Funding: This research received no external funding. 

Acknowledgments: This work has been supported by Slovak Grant Agency for Science contract APVV 18-0420, 

VEGA No.: 2/0161/17. The research was also supported by the Polish-Slovak joint research project “Predictive 

study under composting conditions of bioactive materials obtained by electrospinning” (2019–2021). This work 

was also performed during the implementation of the project Building-up Centre for advanced materials 

application of the Slovak Academy of Sciences, ITMS project code 313021T081 supported by the Research & 

Innovation Operational Programme funded by the ERDF. The authors would like to thank Helena Švajdlenková 

from the Polymer Institute of Slovak Academy of Sciences for the help with EPR measurements as well as to 

Monika Sláviková and Eva Nováková from the Institute of Virology BMC of Slovak Academy of Science for 

providing normal fibroblast (MRC5) and two cancer cells (Hela and CaSki) for the biocompatibility study. 

0 5 10 15 20 25
0

20

40

60

80

100

R
e

la
ti
v
e

 R
e

le
a
s
e

 [
%

]

Time of Release [h]

(b)

0 10 20 30 40 50
0

20

40

60

80

100
R

e
la

ti
v
e

 R
e

le
a

s
e

 [
%

]

Time of Release [h]

(a)



Materials 2020, 13, 3580 13 of 14 

 

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest. The funders had no role in the design of the 

study; in the collection, analyses, or interpretation of data; in the writing of the manuscript, or in the decision to 

publish the results. 

References 

1. Mao, S.; Guo, C.; Shi, Y.; Li, L.C. Recent advances in polymeric microspheres for parenteral drug delivery—

Part 1. Expert Opin. Drug Deliv. 2012, 9, 1161–1176. 

2. Dhaliwal, K.; Dosanjh, P. Biodegradable polymers and their role in drug delivery systems. Biomed. J. Sci. 

Tech. Res. 2018, 11, 8315–8320. 

3. Gopi, S.; Amalraj, A.; Sukumaran, N.P.; Haponiuk, J.T.; Thomas, S. Biopolymers and their composites for 

drug delivery: A Brief Review. Macromol. Symp. 2018, 380, 1800114–1800128. 

4. Jao, D.; Medina, J.; Hu, X. Protein-based drug delivery materials. Materials 2017, 10, 517, 

doi:10.3390/ma10050517. 

5. Wenk, E.; Merkle, H.P.; Meinel, L. Silk fibroin as a vehicle for drug delivery applications. J. Control. Release 

2011, 150, 128–141. 

6. Atrian, M.; Kharaziha, M.; Emadi, R.; Alihosseini, F. Silk-Laponite® fibrous membrane for bone tissue 

engineering. Appl. Clay Sci. 2019, 174, 90–99. 

7. Servaraj, S.; Fathima, N.N. Fenugreek incorporation silk fibroin nanofibers—A potential antioxidant 

scaffold for enhanced wound healing. ACS Appl. Mater. Interfaces 2017, 9, 5916–5926. 

8. Tomeh, M.A.; Hadianamrei, R.; Zhao, X. Silk Fibroin as a functional biomaterial for drug and gene delivery. 

Pharmaceutics 2019, 11, 494, doi:10.3390/pharmaceutics11100494. 

9. Zhang, L.; Liu, X.; Li, G.; Wang, P.; Yang, Y. Tailoring degradation rates of silk fibroin scaffolds for tissue 

engineering. J. Biomed. Mater. Res. A 2019, 107, 104–113. 

10. Galeotti, F.; Andiscova, A.; Bertini, F.; Botta, C. A versatile click-grafting approach to surface modification 

of silk fibroin films. J. Mater. Sci. 2013, 48, 7004–7010. 

11. Numata, K.; Kaplan, D.L. Silk-based delivery systems of bioactive molecules. Adv. Drug Deliv. Rev. 2010, 

62, 1497–1508. 

12. Pritchard, E.M.; Kaplan, D.L. Silk fibroin biomaterials for controlled release drug delivery. Expert Opin. 

Drug Deliv. 2011, 8, 797–811. 

13. Bhardwaj, N.; Kundu, S.C. Electrospinning: A fascinating fiber fabrication technique. Biotechnol. Adv. 2010, 

28, 325–347. 

14. Pham, D.T.; Saelim, N.; Tiyaboonchai, W. Crosslinked fibroin nanoparticles using EDC or PEI for drug 

delivery: phzsicochemical properties, crystallinity and structure. J. Mater. Sci. 2018, 53, 14087–14103. 

15. Li, L.; Charati, M.B.; Kiick, K.L. Elastomeric polypeptide-based biomaterials. J. Polym. Sci. A Polym. Chem. 

2010, 1, 1160–1170. 

16. Lee, Y.S.; Livingston, A.T. Electrospun nanofibrous materials for neural tissue engineering. Polymers 2011, 

3, 413–426. 

17. Yi, B.; Zhang, H.; Yu, Z.; Yuan, H.; Wang, X.; Zhang, Y. Fabrication of high performance silk fibroin fibers 

via stable jet electrospinning for potential use in anisotropic tissue regeneration. J. Mater. Chem. B 2018, 6, 

3934–3945. 

18. Kaewpirom, S.; Boonsang, S. Influence of alcohol treatments on properties of silk-fibroin-based films for 

highly optically transparent coating applications. RSC Adv. 2020, 10, 15913–15923. 

19. Reizabal, A.; Correia, D.M.; Costa, C.M.; Perez-Alvarez, L.; Vilas-Vilela, J.S.; Lanceros-Méndez, S. Silk 

Fibroin Bending Actuators as an Approach Toward Natural Polymer Based Active Materials. ACS Appl. 

Mater. Interfaces 2019, 11, 30197–30206. 

20. Cho, S.Y.; Abdulhafez, M.; Lee, M.E.; Jin, H.J.; Bedewy, M. Promoting Helix-Rich Structure in Silk Fibroin 

Films through Molecular Interactions with Carbon Nanotubes and Selective Heating for Transparent 

Biodegradable Devices. ACS Appl. Nano Mater. 2018, 1, 5441–5450. 

21. Livney, Y.D. Milk proteins as vehicles for bioactives. Curr. Opin. Colloid Interface Sci. 2010, 15, 73–83. 

22. Shahriar, S.M.S.; Mondal, J.; Hasan, M.N.; Revuri, V.; Lee, D.Y.; Lee, Y.K. Electrospinning Nanofibers for 

Therapeutics Delivery. Nanomaterials 2019, 9, 532, doi:10.3390/nano9040532. 

23. Elzoghby, A.O.; Abo, El-Fotoh, W.S.; Elgindy, N.A. Casein-based formulations as promising controlled 

release drug delivery systems. J. Control. Release 2011, 153, 206–216. 



Materials 2020, 13, 3580 14 of 14 

 

24. Głąb, T.K.; Boratyński, J. Potential of Casein as a Carrier for Biologically Active Agents. Top Curr. Chem. 

(Cham) 2017, 375, 71, doi:10.1007/s41061-017-0158-z. 

25. Torres-Martínez, E.J.; Bravo, J.M.C.; Medina, A.S.; González, G.L.P.; Gómez, L.J.V. A Summary of 

Electrospun Nanofibers as Drug Delivery System: DrugsLoaded and Biopolymers Used as Matrices. Curr. 

Drug Deliv. 2018, 15, 1360–1374. 

26. Khadka, D.B.; Haynie, D.T. Protein- and peptide-based electrospun nanofibers in medical biomaterials. 

Nanomed. Nanotechnol. Biol. Med. 2012, 8, 1242–1262. 

27. Al-Nimer, M.S.M.; Hameed, H.G.; Mahmood, M.M. Antiproliferative effects of aspirin and 

diclofenacagainst the growth of cancer and fibroblast cells: In vitro comparative study. Saudi Pharm. J. 2015, 

23, 483–486. 

28. Falkowski, M.; Skogstad, S.; Shahzidi, S.; Smedsröd, B.; Sveinbjörnsson, B. The effect of cyclooxygenase 

inhibitor diclofenac on experimental murine colon carcinoma. Anticancer Res. 2003, 23, 2303–2308. 

29. Johnsen, J.I.; Lindskog, M.; Ponthan, F.; Pettersen, I.; Elfman, L.; Orrego, A.; Sveinbjörnsson, B.; Kogner, P. 

Cyclooxygenase-2 is expressed in neuroblastoma, and nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory drugs induce 

apoptosis and inhibit tumor growth in vivo. Cancer Res. 2004, 64, 7210–7215. 

30. Valle, B.L.; D’Souza, T.; Becker, K.G.; Wood, W.H., III; Zhang, Y.; Wersto, R.P.; Morin, P.J. Non-steroidal 

anti-inflammatory drugs decrease E2F1 expression and inhibit cell growth in ovarian cancer cells. PLoS 

ONE 2013, 8, e61836. 

31. Pandey, S.K.; Singh, S.M. Molecular docking of anti-inflammatory drug diclofenac with metabolic targets: 

Potential applications in cancer therapeutics. J. Theor. Biol. 2019, 465, 117–125. 

32. Zhang, W.; Ahluwalia, I.P.; Literman, R.; Kaplan, D.L.; Yelick, P.C. Human dental pulp progenitor cell 

behavior on aqueous and hexafluoroisopropanol (HFIP) based silk scaffolds. J. Biomed. Mater. Res. A 2011, 

97, 414–422. 

33. Braga, P.C.; Lattuada, N.; Greco, V.; Sibilia, V.; Falchi, M.; Bianchi, T.; Dal Sasso, M. Diclofenac-choline 

antioxidant activity investigated by means of luminol amplified chemiluminiscence of human neutrophil 

bursts and electron paramagnetic resonance spectroscopy. Drug Res. 2015, 65, 244–251. 

34. Huang, Z.-M.; He, C.-L.; Yang, A.; Zhang, Y.; Han, X.-J.; Yin, J.; Wu, Q. Encapsulating drugs in 

biodegradable ultrafine fibers through co-axial electrospinning. J. Biomed. Mater. Res. A 2006, 77, 169–179. 

35. Xu, W.; Yang, Y. Drug release and its relationship with kinetic and thermodynamic parameters of drug 

sorption onto starch acetate fibers. Biotechnol. Bioeng. 2010, 105, 814–822. 

36. Hall Barrientosa, I.J.; Paladino, E.; Brozio, S.; Passarelli, M.K.; Moug, S.; Black, R.A.; Wilson, C.G.; Lamprou, 

D.A. Fabrication and characterisation of drug-loaded electrospun polymeric nanofibers for controlled 

release in hernia repair. Int. J. Pharm. 2017, 517, 329–337. 

37. Hu, J.; Prabhakaran, M.P.; Tian, L.; Ding, X.; Ramakrishna, S. Drug-loaded emulsion electrospun nanofibers: 

Characterization, drug release and in vitro biocompatibility. RSC Adv. 2015, 5, 100256–100267. 

38. Verreck, G.; Chun, I.; Peeters, J.; Rosenblatt, J.; Brewster, M.E. Preparation and characterization of 

nanofibers containing amorphous drug dispersions generated by electrostatic spinning. Pharm. Res. 2003, 

20, 810–817. 

 

 

© 2020 by the authors. Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland. This article is an open access 

article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons 

Attribution (CC BY) license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/). 

 


