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Abstract: Skin may be affected by many disorders that can be treated by topical applications of

drugs on the action site. With the advent of nanotechnologies, new efficient delivery systems have

been developed. Particularly, lipid-based nanosystems such as liposomes, ethosomes, transfero-

somes, solid lipid nanoparticles, nanostructured lipid carriers, cubosomes, and monoolein aqueous

dispersions have been proposed for cutaneous application, reaching in some cases the market or

clinical trials. This review aims to provide an overview of the different lipid-based nanosystems,

focusing on their use for topical application. Particularly, biocompatible nanosystems able to dissolve

lipophilic compounds and to control the release of carried drug, possibly reducing side effects, are

described. Notably, the rationale to topically administer antioxidant molecules by lipid nanocarriers

is described. Indeed, the structural similarity between the nanosystem lipid matrix and the skin

lipids allows the achievement of a transdermal effect. Surely, more research is required to better

understand the mechanism of interaction between lipid-based nanosystems and skin. However, this

attempt to summarize and highlight the possibilities offered by lipid-based nanosystems could help

the scientific community to take advantage of the benefits derived from this kind of nanosystem.

Keywords: liposomes; cubosomes; monoolein; transferosomes; ethosomes; SLN; NLC; skin

1. Introduction

It is well known that skin is an important body barrier towards external chemical,
mechanical, physical, and microbial stresses, resulting in a protection against pathogens
and water loss [1–3]. Notwithstanding these important functions, skin may be affected by
many problematic disorders (e.g., rashes), infections of different nature (i.e., viral, bacterial,
fungal, and parasitic), injuries caused by cuts or burns, and tumors [4–7]. The treatment of
skin disorders can be done with topical applications of drugs on the action site. In this way,
the drug is less involved in causing systemic side effects than with systemic application,
since the drug barely reaches the systemic circulation. When the affected area requires a
high concentration of a drug, intradermal injection may be considered, but the use of more
appropriate administration strategies to treat systemic diseases may be more beneficial and
effective [8,9]. The success of topical treatments may depend on the type of vehicle used to
deliver the drug to the skin, and also on the method of administration.

Indeed, the vehicle is important to give texture to the formulation and also to drive
drug penetration through the skin. It is known that the drug can be included in different
types of semi-solid formulation, such as pastes, creams, gels, oils, and ointments; however,
in clinical practice, these formulations can cause problems of poor skin penetration and
localized side effects [10,11]. Therefore, in recent years, with the advent of nanotechnolo-
gies, it has been possible to respond to the necessity of developing more efficient drug
delivery systems by trying to overcome the described drawbacks and to implement skin
release [12–14]. With this in mind, the design and production of nanoscale material for
technological applications, such as lipid-based nanosystems, can lead to benefits in the
treatment of skin diseases [15,16].
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Particularly, lipid-based nanosystems such as liposomes [17,18], ethosomes [19,20],
transferosomes, solid lipid nanoparticles (SLNs) [21,22], nanostructured lipid carriers
(NLCs), cubosomes, and monoolein aqueous dispersions [23,24] have been proposed for
cutaneous application, reaching in some cases the market or clinical trials. Indeed, these
biocompatible lipid-based nanosystems allow the dissolution of lipophilic compounds,
therefore increasing their bioavailability, and ability to control the release of carried drug,
possibly reducing side effects. In addition, the application onto the skin of food-grade
lipids creates an emollient effect with low onset of irritation or allergic events [25,26].

Furthermore, the structural similarity between the lipids composing the nanosystems
and those of the skin represents one of the main advantages of lipid-based nanosystems,
allowing the interaction between the nanosystem matrix and the stratum corneum [27,28],
therefore increasing skin hydration and, possibly, also the penetration of the carried active
molecule [29–31].

This review provides an outline of the different lipid-based nanosystems and fo-
cuses on their use for topical application of drugs. In particular, the application of active
molecules with antioxidant activity is considered.

2. Lipid-Based Nanosystems

Natural lipids are widespread molecules that are usually highly biodegradable, low-
toxic, and easily handled during lipid-based nanosystems (LBNs) production procedures
that play an important role for living cell processes [21,25].

Among the LBNs, it is possible to find many kinds and categories. Indeed, the archi-
tecture of the nanosystem can be quite different depending of the type of constituent or the
production method chosen. Particularly, nanoemulsions, lipid-core micelles, vesicles such
as liposomes, ethosomes, transethosomes, or niosomes, and also nanoparticles, including
SLNs, NLCs, cubosomes, and monoolein-based systems, can be listed as LBNs. Figure 1
schematically summarizes the main LBNs considered in this review.
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Figure 1. Schematic representation of LBNs considered in this review.

2.1. Liposomes

Liposomes are vesicular delivery systems that were first described by Bangham [32,33].
They are composed of amphiphilic molecules arranged spontaneously in a spherical, closed
bilayer structure when in aqueous solution (Figure 2a). Hence, this organization promotes
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the delivery of both hydrophilic and lipophilic molecules considering the presence of
compartments with different hydrophobic grades [34]. They can be classified as unilamellar
or multilamellar according to the formulation method. The preparation process influences
the size and the lamellarity, resulting in unilamellar liposomes of between 30 and 500 nm
and multilamellar liposomes of >500 nm [35].

(a) (b) 

(c) (d) 
Figure 2. Cryo-TEM images of exemplary LBNs cited in this review: (a) liposomes; (b) transferosomes;
(c) niosomes; (d) ethosomes. Bar corresponds to 500 nm (a,c) and 200 nm (c,d).

Thanks to the nature of the major components used in the formulation, such as
phospholipids (phosphatidyl choline or lecithin, phosphatidyl ethanolamine or cephalin,
phosphatidyl serine, phosphatidyl inositol, and phosphatidyl glycerol) and cholesterol [36],
liposomes can be considered biocompatible, biodegradable, and nontoxic delivery systems.
Moreover, the similarity of phospholipids to biological membranes and the stabilizing
effect of cholesterol ensure their excellent interaction with the molecular target [37].

Liposomes have been widely explored, and a great number of formulations are now
in clinical use in different application fields, as reported by several authors [33,34,38].
Nevertheless, their therapeutic potential is limited by some drawbacks related to the
tendency of phospholipids oxidation, the presence of organic solvents in the formulation
stage, the poor storage stability, the drug leakage, the rapid systemic clearance, and the
limited malleability [33,39,40].

For these reasons, liposomes have been innovated, and several modifications in their
composition resulted in new generations of vesicular systems.

2.2. Transfersomes

Transfersomes were introduced in 1992 [41,42] with the aim of developing liposomes
with high deformability, elasticity, and ultra-flexibility. The typical characteristic of these
vesicles is determined by the addition to phospholipids of a single-chain surfactant as an
edge-activator [35,43] that is able to reduce the interfacial tension, leading to a destabi-
lization in the lipid bilayers [43,44]. Therefore, the insertion of edge-activator between



Int. J. Mol. Sci. 2021, 22, 8319 4 of 16

the phospholipids generates discontinuities in the structure, resulting in ultra-deformable
vesicles (Figure 2b) [45]. The major edge-activators used to produce transfersomes are
sodium cholate, sodium deoxycholate, Span (namely, 60, 65, and 80), Tween (namely, 20,
60, and 80), dipotassium glycyrrhizinate, and polysorbic acid [46,47].

Transfersomes have the same advantages of liposomes, thanks to the inner aqueous
compartment surrounded by lipid bilayers and the biocompatibility of the components.
Moreover, their development improved the efficiency of vesicular systems in topical ap-
plication [48]. The elastic behavior of transfersomes given by the presence of ellagic acid
improves their penetration through the skin, allowing the transdermal delivery of encapsu-
lated drugs, when in non-occlusive conditions [38,49]. The main mechanism related to the
skin penetration of transfersomes is the theory of osmotic force [50]. There are three major
pathways for molecules to pass the stratum corneum, namely, intercellular, intracellular,
and follicular. The first one is via a tortuous path through the lipids surrounding the
corneocytes, while the second one is more restrictive, as molecules must pass through both
corneocytes and the intercellular lipids. Finally, the third path (follicular route) by using
hair shafts and sebaceous glands allows the penetration of molecules through hair follicles
openings [51,52]. However, the passage across the skin of these highly deformable (ultra-
flexible) transfersomes is mainly attributable to the membrane flexibility, hydrophilicity,
and the ability to maintain the vesicle’s integrity (as schematized in Figure 3) [50,53,54].
Particularly, the different layers of the skin possess different water content, generating a hy-
drostatic gradient in the skin [35,55]. The upper layers are less hydrated and practically dry
compared to the lower epidermal layers, thus, after topical administration, transfersomes
are driven by the water gradient in the deeper skin layers [45,56].

Figure 3. Schematic representation of transfersome penetration through the epidermis.

Furthermore, thanks to their own deformable nature, their possible effectiveness as
transdermal delivery systems is not only related to the passage through the skin layers
even up to the dermis, but also to the achievement of systemic circulation [34,57].

In addition to the research on skin delivery, transfersomes have been investigated also
for the encapsulation of different therapeutics, such as antimicrobial, anticancer, antioxi-
dant, and anti-inflammatory molecules, proteins, vaccines, and anesthetics, by exploiting
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different administration routes [33,43,45]. Nowadays, two transfersomes-based products
are commercialized [58], but challenges are still focused on the high cost and scalability
processes, phospholipids degradation, limited occlusive administration, and hydrophobic
encapsulation that may affect the vesicles elasticity [44,56].

2.3. Niosomes

Niosomes have been firstly developed for cosmetic use, then these vesicles have been
explored in pharmaceutical field thanks to their promising potential as drug delivery sys-
tems [59,60]. Niosomes are structurally similar to liposomes, being bilayered unilamellar
or multilamellar vesicles composed of self-assembled non-ionic surfactants in an aqueous
medium (Figure 2c) [61]. Though mainly formed by non-ionic surfactants, niosomes some-
times include cholesterol as a stabilizer. The employment of non-ionic surfactants mainly
benefits both topical and transdermal delivery since they are considered nontoxic and
non-irritant as compared to both cationic and anionic surfactants [62,63]. The amphiphilic
nature of the system ensures the main advantages reported for liposomes, such as the
encapsulation of both hydrophilic and hydrophobic drugs as well as their biodegradabil-
ity [33,48,59]. However, the presence of non-ionic surfactants instead of lipids guarantees
the physical and chemical stability of the system and easy formulation with low-cost and
large-scale production [59,64]. In fact, a serious inconvenience of liposomes is typified by
the hydrolysis, oxidation, and rancidity of phospholipids used, which affect the storage
and the bioavailability of drug. The use of appropriate surfactants, selected on the basis
of the hydrophilic–lipophilic balance (HLB) and critical packing parameter (CPP) values,
leads to successful niosomes formulation [61]. In particular, HLB facilitates the selection
of oil-soluble or water-soluble surfactant, when its value is less than 9 or higher than 11,
respectively. Additionally, CPP predicts the type of niosomes, namely, spherical, nonspher-
ical, bilayer, or inverted vesicles [61]. The major non-ionic surfactants used for niosomes
formulation are Span, Tween, and Brij [57,61], in addition to ester-linked surfactants, glu-
cosyldialkyl ethers, polyglycerol alkyl ethers, crown ethers, and polyoxyethylene alkyl
ethers [37].

A comparison study between liposomes and niosomes as carriers to improve the trans-
dermal bioavailability of Annona squamosal extract performed by Mohamad and Fahmy [65]
demonstrated the potential of both carriers to penetrate the outer layer of the skin and
that niosomes and liposomes lasted for a long time in the skin but niosomes demonstrated
a longer time of drug release through the skin [65]. These results confirmed a behavior
obtained previously by Fang and colleagues [66] demonstrating for niosomes a higher sta-
bility after 48 h incubation compared with liposomes [66]. In addition, a study conducted
by the group of Karami to deliver superoxide dismutase to hair follicles for treating alopecia
areata showed that niosomes preserved enzyme activity, of which 90% was encapsulated
into labrafil niosomes. Moreover, niosomes increased the affinity of superoxide dismutase
permeated through the skin mainly by a follicular pathway, representing the main site of
action in alopecia areata [67].

Apart from cosmetic application, niosomes have been studied for the encapsulation
of numerous drugs, such as anticancer, antioxidant, diabetic therapy, anti-inflammatory,
antimicrobial, anti-Alzheimer, and vaccines [48,59,61], thanks to the wide range of ad-
ministration routes exploited by these types of vesicles. In fact, the versatile behavior of
niosomes ensures a great pharmaceutical potential of the oral, transdermal, ocular, intra-
venous, vaginal, and pulmonary delivery routes [61]. For instance, in a study conducted
by Lu and colleagues [68], it was demonstrated that niosomes improved the penetration of
quercetin into the epidermis as compared to the corresponding solution of the free drug.
Nevertheless, some physical instability phenomena described for liposomes have also been
found in niosomes; therefore, limited niosomal formulations have been extended to the
market [33].
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2.4. Ethosomes

A novel type of elastic vesicular system is represented by ethosomes developed and
described by Touitou [69] (Figure 2d). The peculiar characteristic of ethosomes is the pres-
ence of ethanol in the composition. Particularly, an ethanol solution of phosphatidylcholine
is added to an aqueous solution, generating multilamellar vesicles [40]. Ethanol, reaching
high concentrations of up to 45%, provides a soft and malleable structure to vesicles, de-
creases their size, and increases their stability over time and the entrapment efficiency of
either hydrophilic and lipophilic drugs [35,70]. Moreover, it donates a negative surface
charge to the system, preventing the vesicles aggregation and drug leakage [56].

The flexible behavior of vesicles is due to the interaction between ethanol and phos-
phatidylcholine. Actually, the solvent decreases the phase transition temperature of phos-
phatidylcholine by replacing the hydrophilic head group and consequently, it promotes
the passage from gel state to high elastic liquid crystalline phase [44,56].

As transfersomes, ethosomes have been largely investigated in transdermal delivery.
Indeed, the most important feature of ethanol in the formulation is the ability to act as
penetration enhancer, promoting the skin permeation in depth or directly into systemic
circulation. Firstly, ethanol increases the lipid membrane permeability by disturbing the
organization of the stratum corneum. Then, the elastic nature of vesicles enables their
passage through the disturbed stratum corneum, creating their own pathways [70]. Finally,
the fusion of ethosomes in deeper skin layers generates the release of drug with transdermal
absorption [71]. For instance, Sguizzato et al. [72] demonstrated the suitability of ethosomes
as a transcutaneous delivery system for coenzyme Q10, a lipophilic endogenous antioxidant
involved in the production of cellular energy. Particularly, the study confirmed the potential
of these LBNs in solubilizing and delivering the lipophilic drug, acting as transdermal
delivery system.

It should be noticed that the presence of ethanol seems to have a significant role on the
permeation flux; thus, the larger the ethanol content, the greater the permeation flux [73].
Notwithstanding, the follicular route of skin penetration has been proposed as a possible
mechanism of ethosomes delivery; therefore, the exact process of transdermal delivery is
still under investigation [52].

Compared to the other vesicular systems, ethosomes possess multiple advantages,
such as effectiveness in occlusive and non-occlusive conditions, ultra-flexible structure,
encapsulation of water soluble and nonsoluble drugs, enhanced dermal, transdermal,
intracellular delivery, higher stability, smaller vesicle size, good compliance, and multidis-
ciplinary application [35,44,70].

As shown in Figure 4, TEM analysis confirmed the uptake of ethosomes within
fibroblasts [74]. The morphology of the vesicles is comparable to that obtained by cryo-
TEM visualization reported in Figure 2, where an external phosphatidylcholine bilayer
and an inner core are evident. It should be underlined that ethosomes maintain their own
structure, and that cell organelles were not altered after the entrance of ethosomes into the
cytoplasm. These findings are consistent with previous studies showing that ethosomes
are able to enter through the cellular membrane and release the carried molecule within
the cell [71,75–78].

Some ethosomal formulations are currently marketed in the cosmetic field [33,56], and
recent patents have been reported on ethosome delivery systems [56]. Even though some
authors have reported that the residual content of ethanol in the formulation could induce
possible skin irritation [56], others have demonstrated their safeness by in vivo irritation
study [79]. In particular, the possible irritant reactions induced by cutaneous application of
nanoparticulate systems were evaluated by a patch test performed on 20 health volunteers,
demonstrating that ethosomes can be classified as not irritating if applied to human skin.
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Figure 4. TEM images of fibroblasts untreated (a) and treated with ethosomes (b). Ethosomes (arrows) are clearly
recognizable both outside and inside the cytoplasm. Bar corresponds to 200 nm.

The development of elastic vesicles enhanced the transdermal delivery efficiency,
maintaining the peculiar “green” properties of vesicular systems. Taking together, the high-
lighted advantages of transfersomes and ethosomes led to transethosomes being developed
by Song and colleagues [80] to increase the permeability in a single formulation [37,38,81].
They are composed of phospholipids, water, ethanol, and edge activator, giving rise to
more stable systems, capable to encapsulate larger molecules and permeate easily through
the skin [81]. The improved composition of ethosomes offers significant advantages in the
delivery of therapeutic agents, particularly over the conventional liposomes, regarding
different pathologies, including acne, psoriasis, alopecia, skin infections, and hormonal
deficiencies, among others [82].

Recently, the group of Albash proposed transethosomes for the transdermal delivery
of the antihypertensive drug olmesartan medoxomil. Particularly, among fifteen compo-
sitions prepared by thin-film hydration technique on the basis of a full factorial design,
an optimal formula was selected with good results in terms of morphology, drug encap-
sulation, and high drug release. Moreover, the elasticity measurement, the evaluation
of ex vivo skin permeation performed either on rat or on snake skins, and the in vivo
histopathological study confirmed the good performance of transethosomes as compared
to other formulations, although further studies are needed to establish the therapeutic
activity of this formulation in humans [83]. Moolakkadath and colleagues demonstrated
that fisetin-loaded transethosomes formulations could be optimized using Box–Behnken
design [84]. In particular, the optimized formulation was nanosized, characterized by
good entrapment efficiencies, and showed better penetration across rat’s skin as com-
pared to the control solution, indicating a good potential of this LBN as drug carrier for
dermal delivery of fisetin [84]. On the other hand, Sguizzato et al. demonstrated that
transethosomes and ethosomes are able to deliver the natural antioxidant mangiferin to
the target cell, enhancing the keratinocyte antioxidant defense status, while protecting
from the cutaneous ox-inflammatory damage induced by cigarette smoke ameliorating
the drug solubility and delivery [74]. Moreover, the study showed the presence of intact
vesicles of both ethosomes and transethosomes within keratinocytes, despite the need for
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in vivo experiments to clarify the mechanism of vesicle disaggregation within the cells and
how these LBNs interact with the skin. Lastly Ascenso and colleagues [85] compared the
behavior of the ultra-deformable vesicles transfersomes, ethosomes, and transethosomes
for the incorporation of actives of distinct polarities (i.e., vitamin E and caffeine) and for
the effect on skin permeation and penetration. They found that the release profile depends
on the chemical properties of the incorporated molecule and on their incorporation effi-
ciency within the different formulations. The flux and release profile followed the order
transethosomes > ethosomes > transfersomes for both vitamin E and caffeine formulations.
The obtained difference between transethosomes and the others ultra-deformable vesicles
confirmed their best suitability for deeper skin penetration [85].

2.5. Cubosomes and Monoolein Aqueous Dispersions (MADs)

Cubosomes and monoolein aqueous dispersions (MADs) (Figure 5) are lipid nanosys-
tems with optimal characteristics for delivering drugs to skin and mucosae. For instance,
MADs, obtained by dispersing the unsaturated long-chain monoglycerides monoolein in
water, are a mixture of heterogeneous nanosystems such as micelles and lamellar, hexag-
onal or cubic phases, conventionally called cubosomes [86,87], becoming an interesting
system to empower solubility and control drug delivery [88]. Moreover, differently from
viscous cubic phases, cubosomes and MADs being dispersed in a surfactant water solution
are quite easy to handle and to administer by various routes. Indeed, these LBNs possess
interesting features, such as a cubic ordered organization, biocompatibility, and bioad-
hesion [24]. In addition, few studies suggested a similarity between the typical ordered
structure of cubosomes and that of the stratum corneum and highlighted the suitability
of these nanosystems to promote absorption through the skin. However, despite their
cubic ordered organization, these LBNs must be thickened by mean of hydrogel dilution
or a colloidal polymer must be added within the dispersion in order to allow a cutaneous
application [89–91].

Phytantriol- and glycerol monooleate-based cubosomes were produced and charac-
terized as a targeted and sustained transdermal delivery system for capsaicin [92]. It was
found that cubosomes provided sustained release of capsaicin under diffusion control.
Although the percutaneous absorption of capsaicin from cubosomes was lower than that
from the conventional cream, these LBNs yielded higher and sustained skin retention of the
drug. On the other hand, in the study of Nasr et al. [93] that aimed to enhance colchicine
bioavailability and to minimize associated side effects after oral or parenteral administra-
tion, cubosomes were proposed for a transdermal delivery of such drug. Following in vivo
studies, it was found that transdermal application of colchicine cubosomal gel significantly
improves the drug absorption compared with oral solution, with a 4.6-fold greater bioavail-
ability. In addition, Nitha and Siram [94] demonstrated that cubosomes are able to enhance
the permeation of dapsone through the skin as compared to marketed formulation and
the corresponding free drug solution. Nonetheless, Boge and colleagues [95] evidenced
that the antimicrobial peptide LL-37 could be proposed for topical delivery by mean of
cubosomes. Particularly, high loadings of peptide within cubosomes induced formation
of lamellar phase and a significant bactericidal effect, therefore allowing the possibility to
propose cubosomes to increase the local concentration of peptide.
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Figure 5. Cryo-TEM images of exemplary LBNs cited in this review: (a) MADs; (b) cubosomes;
(c) SLNs; (d) NLCs. Bar corresponds to 200 nm (a–c) or 100 nm (d).

2.6. Solid Lipid Nanoparticles (SLNs) and Nanostructured Lipid Carriers (NLCs)

Lipid nanoparticles are carrier systems able to merge the advantages expressed by
colloidal lipid emulsions and those of solid matrix particles [22,96–98]. Among lipid
nanoparticles, solid lipid nanoparticles (SLNs) and nanostructured lipid carriers (NLCs)
are colloidal carriers exploiting many effects on skin, and therefore are suitable for skin
applications. Figure 5 shows exemplary cryo-TEM images of tristearin SLNs (c) and NLCs
(d) [99–101]. It has been demonstrated that the solid core of these nanoparticles is able to
better sustain and control the release of drug as compared to emulsions or other vesicles,
such as liposomes [96].

In particular, SLNs can be achieved at room temperature using solid lipids dispersed
in an aqueous surfactant solution able to stabilize the system. On the other hand, NLCs
can be obtained from a lipid mixture of solid and liquid phases. Notably, the oily phase
is embedded within the solid matrix or placed between the solid particle surface and the
surfactant. The inclusion of oily lipids within the solid matrix resulted in the formation of
flaws in the nanoparticles crystal lattice that are able to improve the drug loading capacity;
however, they also reduce the expulsion of the drug during storage [102–105].

It has been demonstrated that SLNs display many advantages as delivery systems [103,105].
For instance, SLNs are able to ameliorate the chemical stability of the encapsulated drug
due to the protection given by the solid matrix towards hydrolysis and oxidation. Moreover,
due to the presence of physiological excipients generally recognized as safe (GRAS), such as
glyceryl behenate, glyceryl monostearate, glyceryl palmitostearate, trimyristin, tripalmitin,
tristearin, or wax cetylpalmitate, SLNs are acceptable from a cosmetic point of view and
well tolerated for skin topical application [106]. Because of their matrix nature, SLNs can be
helpful to administrate lipophilic drugs. In addition, SLNs can protect labile agents from
deterioration and also modulate the release of loaded drug. The obtaining of these LBNs
is allowed by the physico-chemical properties of lipids. Particularly, an emulsification
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method of the molten lipids followed by re-crystallization was employed. In this way,
the use of potentially toxic solvents usually exploited for the preparation of polymeric
nanoparticles is avoided. It has to be underlined that to physically stabilize the dispersion,
a surfactant (usually in a concentration range between 0.5% and 5%) must be added taking
into consideration the type and the concentration of the lipid used for the preparation of
LBNs. Notably, polyglycerol methylglucose distearate, sodium cocoamphoacetate, lecithin,
poloxamer 188, polysorbate 80, and sucrose fatty acid ester are used for dermal application.

Although the penetration of these LBNs as whole particles is not reported, SLNs
and NLCs show a number of good properties for topical application, such as the high
adhesion to the stratum corneum that facilitates the penetration of loaded drug within the
viable skin [28,30,64]. The enhancement of drug penetration into the different skin layers
can be ascribed to an occlusive effect due to the LBN film formation on the skin when
the particles size ranges between 200 and 400 nm [22,64,107]. The occlusive properties
on the skin displayed by these LBNs ensure the enhancement of the drug penetration
thanks to the skin moisture caused by the loss of water after the application of the LBN
formulation to the skin. Indeed, this phenomenon induces the lipid particles to form on the
skin surface an adhesive layer with consequent occlusion, a reduction of transepidermal
water loss (TEWL), and a stratum corneum hydration (Figure 6) [11]. The increase of water
content within the skin leads to a number of effects such as reduction of eczema symptoms,
improvement of healthy human skin, drug permeation increase, and improved uptake of
molecules through the skin, as indicated by skin care studies [28,30,108].

Figure 6. Effect of SLNs or NLCs on TEWL and on skin hydration. (a) Water evaporation of untreated
skin. (b) Occlusion effect of LBNs reducing TEWL.

SLNs and NLCs appear to be suitable for use on damaged or inflamed skin since
they are made of nonirritating and nontoxic GRAS lipids. Usually, these dispersions
contain from 5% to 40% of lipids. Taken together, the low lipid content and viscosity of
the formulations reduce their suitability for dermal application of drugs. Therefore, the
inclusion of these LBNs within a vehicle, such as cream, ointment, or gel, can improve
their handling and skin application [91]. However, the possible physical instability, such
as dissolution or aggregation of lipid nanoparticles occurring due to the interactions with
vehicle constituents, must be considered and evaluated [109]. In this view, the inclusion of
SLNs or NLCs dispersion within a hydrogel seems to be a good choice to deliver the drugs
as compared to traditional topical and dermatological formulations [110].

The cosmetic use of both loaded and unloaded SLNs has demonstrated that these
LBNs are useful to prepare insect repellent formulations and long-lasting perfumes [23],
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to enhance the uptake of cosmetic agents, the hydration of skin, and to decrease the depth
of wrinkles [107], and also to carry UV blockers or UV-absorbing agents enabling the UV
protection [3,23]. Moreover, the results obtained in a study concerning the penetration of
SLNs into hair follicles indicated a high penetration increase in depth by massaging the
scalp after LBNs application [28,111–113]. Concerning skin hydration, it was demonstrated
that MADs, cubosomes, and SLNs can be used as an alternative to liposomes. In particular,
an in vivo corneometer investigation evidenced a more evident skin hydration power of
MADs and cubosomes as compared to SLNs and liposomes [113,114].

In literature, many studies investigated the use of SLNs and NLCs as transdermal
vehicles for many classes such as antifungals, nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory drugs, gluco-
corticoids, antihypertensives, or antihistamines. For instance, the anti-inflammatory agent
aconitine was studied in order to ameliorate its safety for transdermal administration [115].
It has been found that the thicker the skin region, the faster the drug accumulation, while in
perfused skin, the drug content is lower as it passes rapidly to the capillaries. Furthermore,
the transdermal permeation of SLNs loaded with aconitine induces an improvement of the
anti-inflammatory and analgesic effects on in vivo pain models, together with the efficacy
and safety of the drug and a reduction in administration times.

With regard to nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory drugs, a study concerning the treatment
of painful and inflamed skin using SLNs, NLCs, and nanoemulsion loaded with lornoxicam
is taken as an example [116]. The produced LBNs were physically stable along the 6 months
of storage and able to increase the skin penetration rate of lornoxicam with respect to a
traditional gel formulation, due to the depot effect providing a sustained release of the drug.
The application of hydrogelled SLNs and NLCs containing flurbiprofen or nitrendipine
gave rise to similar results [117,118].

The treatment of inflammation via application onto the skin by means of SLNs and
NLCs was studied. In one study, the release of three glucocorticoids, namely, prednisolone,
diester prednicarbate, and betamethasone 17-valerate, from SLNs and O/W cream was
compared [119], indicating that SLNs increase the penetration through the skin of drugs
administered topically with respect to the O/W cream, possibly due to the interaction
between LBNs and the lipids on the skin surface. Moreover, SLNs and NLCs showed
an interesting effect in treatment of allergic skin reactions by prolonging the delivery of
administrated antihistaminic drugs via reservoir action, therefore preventing the excess of
histamine release [120].

An example of LBNs useful for mucosal administration of clotrimazole is here also
reported [100,121]. Particularly, clotrimazole-loaded cubosome or NLC dispersions were
compared, either as they are or as included in hydrogels, showing that clotrimazole can
be incorporated with high recovery in both LBN types. In addition, NLCs are able to
better control drug degradation as compared to cubosomes, probably due to the different
nanostructure of LBNs. Indeed, as clearly reported in Figure 4, cubosome dispersion is a
miscellany of vesicles and cubic particles, while NLCs are solid particles. However, in vitro
experiments on Candida cells showed that both types of clotrimazole-loaded LBNs are more
active than the free drug. Moreover, both gelled LBN dispersions with poloxamer are able
to control the diffusion of the drug.

Lastly, a study concerning the in vivo distribution of the model dye Nile red encap-
sulated in LBN is reported [122]. Indeed, the mode of drug association with the particle
matrix may influence the efficiency of skin targeting. Indeed, it was found that the dye is
neither attached to the surface of the particle/surfactant nor located within the micelles
nor present in free form but incorporated in the particles or in the shell of the surfactant.
This was verified using fluorescence spectroscopy, another physical technique, which
provides a better understanding of the type of interaction of the embedded agent with
its vector but limited to the fluorescence of the investigated molecule. Therefore, it was
possible to discriminate between dye inclusion into the liquid from that inside the solid
lipid phase of NLC in which oil droplets are dispersed in a solid lipid matrix or attached to
the particle surface.
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Next to these LBNs, it has to be mentioned the latest generation of dermal lipid
nanoparticles with solid particle matrix, namely SmartLipid [123]. SmartLipids are a
mixture of a number (usually up to ten) of structurally different lipids (i.e., mono-, di- and
triglycerides, or waxes) with different fatty acid chain lengths that allow the formation of a
peculiar “chaotic” and disordered lipid particle matrix able to increase the loading capacity
and to firmly include the active agents [123]. It was demonstrated that SmartLipids are
able to provide efficient skin penetration of encapsulated drug.

3. Conclusions

In these last decades the advancement of nanotechnology and mate-rials science has
allowed the development of specialized LBNs suitable for a number of applications. Some
LBNs for cutaneous administration, i.e., liposomes, ethosomes, transferosomes, SLNs,
NLCs, cubosomes and MADs, have been largely investigated to better understand the
interactions of these biocompatible nanosystems with the skin and consequently how drug
delivery through the skin occurs. Notwithstanding more research is required to better
understand the mechanism of interaction between LBNs and skin, the use biocompatible
and biodegradable formulations based on natural lipids able to reduce adverse effects after
skin application, can be included among the “green economy” representing sustainable
approaches to both producers and consumers. In this overview many studies indicated that
LBNs can deeply interact with skin layers, therefore promoting prolonged and effective
release for a great deal of drugs.

In addition, this review attempts to summarize and to highlight the possibilities
offered by LBN in helping the scientific community to exploit the benefits derived from
this kind of nanosystems by looking carefully to the future while also considering scalable
manufacturing process, regulatory challenges and costs.
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