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Determining thermal properties and morphology seems to be useful in the analysis of release and degradation processes form poly-
meric materials. Risperidone is available in the formulation of a long-acting injection based on poly(D,L-lactide-co-glycolide). Currently,
alternative solutions are also offered, i.e., nano- and microparticles or implants, including copolymers of lactide and glycolide. The effect
of risperidone content on the properties of poly(L-lactide-co-glycolide) matrices was determined. The study also involved an assessment
of the changes during degradation. Risperidone free matrices and the matrices with risperidone were obtained by solvent casting. Ther-
mal characteristics were tested by means of differential scanning calorimetry, and the morphology was evaluated using a scanning elec-
tron microscope.

Risperidone did not change significantly semi-crystalline structure of poly(L-lactide-co-glycolide) matrices. The decrease in crystal-
lization temperature and glass transition temperature during degradation was observed. Many pores and their deformation, the widening
of pore area, cracks and slits because of degradation were observed. The analysis of thermal properties and morphology allowed us to
explain degradation process. Matrices exhibited stable process of degradation, which may be advantageous for development of prolonged
risperidone release systems.
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1. Introduction

Risperidone (RSP) is a drug substance which is
currently often used in the treatment of mental dis-
eases. It is available in various formulations. How-
ever, it can be said that it is the most commonly used
in orally administrated medicinal products. In the last
two decades most studies comparing bioavailability
and treatment efficiency of various formulations with
neuroleptics (inter alia RSP) were performed [1]–[4].

The current trend favors prolonged release paren-
teral formulations. In the case of long-acting RSP,
drug substance in medicinal product is administered

as aqueous suspension of poly(D,L-lactide-co-glyco-
lide) (D,L-PLGA) 75:25 microspheres [5]. However,
alternative solutions, i.e., nano- and microparticles or
implants (e.g., rods) containing copolymers of lactide
and glycolide of various comonomer content were
also developed [6]–[8].

Degradation is one of the important factors influ-
encing drug release from PLGA matrices. Many fac-
tors are known to influence the biodegradation rate of
a polymer (e.g., polymer chemistry, molecular archi-
tecture, molecular weight, morphology, area, geome-
try, porosity and a method of preparing) also the sur-
rounding conditions (e.g., pH and temperature) or
additives [9]–[12]. Regular degradation may provide
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uniform drug release. However, it should be noted
that degradation is negligible in the very initial phase
for high molecular weight polymers. Nevertheless,
this period is very important considering the risk of
burst effect. This may be caused by adsorption of
drug substance on the surface of the matrix, which
causes its rapid initial release [13]. Therefore, a sur-
face may also play an important role in drug release.
Lately, this topic has been receiving more attention
[14], [15].

The choice of appropriate methods for monitoring
degradation-related changes is crucial for develop-
ment of novel drug formulation based on aliphatic
polyesters. Apart from conventional methods used for
the analysis of the degradation process, also combined
analysis of thermal properties and morphological fea-
tures seems to be equally important in formulations
designed for prolonged drug release. Thermal proper-
ties, e.g., the melting temperature (Tm) and crystalli-
zation temperature (Tc) with enthalpy of melting
(ΔHm) and crystallization (ΔHc), respectively, and the
glass transition temperature (Tg) may be determined
by means of differential scanning calorimetry (DSC).
The comparison of these parameters for a native ma-
trix (i.e., non-degraded) and a degraded matrix may be
useful in the interpretation of changes in a matrix
caused by the degradation process.

The analysis of Tm and ΔHm during degradation
allows us to track the changes in a crystalline phase of
polymeric matrices. It is important for PLGA con-
trolled drug delivery systems because it was reported
that even initially amorphous copolymers containing
larger amounts of lactidyl units can crystallize during
degradation due to the presence of relatively long
L-LA blocks [16]. This may cause irregular drug re-
lease or fluctuations after degradation of regions sur-
rounding accumulated drug molecules. Therefore,
even drug release may be provided by copolymers
with random copolymer chain structure that do not
crystallize during degradation [17]. Consequently, it
may be easier also to explain and control drug release
process. The Tg influences polymer chain mobility.
A polymer undergoes slower degradation in vitreous
state (below Tg) than in elastic state (above Tg) [18].
A decrease in Tg is one of the thermal parameters
which give evidence to degradation changes of poly-
mer matrix [19], [20].

Scanning electron microscope (SEM) is a one of
the tools used commonly in the determination of deg-
radation changes of PLGA drug carriers. It allows
many morphological features to be observed, which
may influence drug release i.e., homogenous vs. het-
erogenous surfaces, solid vs. porous, flat or undulat-

ing, etc. [19]–[21]. Therefore, combining such meth-
ods as DSC and SEM may be advantageous for the
analysis of changes in matrix properties. The complex
analysis allows not only a matrix surface to be ob-
served, which is important in the first phase of drug
release, but also a polymer matrix in further phases of
degradation process [19]–[21]. The degradation of
polymers may lead to an increase in matrix porosity,
which may accelerate drug release and degradation
due to improved water absorption. Small pores may
grow during degradation, coalesce with neighboring
pores to form fewer but larger pores. However, the
pores may also be closed due to the decrease in Tg,
which leads to increased polymer chain mobility [18],
[22].

The aim of this study is to determine the effects
of 5%-wt content of RSP on the thermal proper-
ties and morphology of poly(L-lactide-co-glycolide)
(L-PLGA) matrices. The study also involved an as-
sessment of changes occurring in the degradation pro-
cess of matrices with RSP.

2. Materials and methods

2.1. Preparation of matrices

The matrices (10 mm in diameter) were obtained
from L-PLGA 85:15 (100 000 Da). In the degradation
study, samples containing RSP (5%-wt) (TevaKutno
S.A., Kutno, Poland) prepared with the use of the
solution casting method were used. The copolymer
and the drug were dissolved in methylene chloride. To
assess RSP influence on L-PLGA thermal properties,
drug free matrices were also prepared.

L-PLGA was synthesized at the Centre of Polymer
and Carbon Materials of the Polish Academy of Sci-
ences in Zabrze in bulk with the use of Zr(Acac)4 as
a low toxic initiator according to the previously de-
veloped methodology [23], [24].

2.2. Degradation process

The matrices were incubated in a PBS buffer
(pH 7.4) for 294 days under constant agitation (240 rpm)
at 37 °C. The samples were analyzed after 0, 7, 14, 48,
58, 105 and 294 days of degradation.

Before measurements, the matrices were air dried
at room temperature in the laminar box and then under
reduced pressure.
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2.3. Thermal properties of matrices

Thermal characteristics of L-PLGA were assessed
with DSC, using the TA DSC 2010 apparatus (TA
Instruments, New Castle, DE, USA) at a heating rate
of 20 °C/min, in range from –20 to +200 °C, under the
nitrogen atmosphere (flow = 50 mL/min). The instru-
ment was calibrated with high purity indium and gal-
lium.

The Tm, Tc and the values of ΔHm and ΔHc were
obtained from the first heating run. The Tm was taken
as the peak temperature maximum of melting endo-
therm from the first heating run, whereas Tc as the
peak temperature maximum of crystallization exo-
therm. Tg was obtained from the second heating run
for the amorphous samples, which were obtained by
quenching from the melt. The Tg was obtained by
heating at 20 °C/min in which this is the only phe-
nomenon revealed. It was taken as the midpoint of
heat capacity change for amorphous samples.

For pure RSP, DSC analysis was performed
analogously.

2.4. Morphology of matrices

The matrices’ surface morphology was assessed
with a SEM (Quanta 250 FEG, FEI Company, Ore-
gon, USA). The micrographs were obtained under low
vacuum with an acceleration voltage 5 kV (80 Pa) or
10 kV (60 Pa) from secondary electrons, which were
collected by Large Filed Detector (LFD). The samples
were stuck to the microscopic stubs with a double-
sided adhesive carbon tape. Micrographs analysis was
carried out using ImageJ software.

3. Results

3.1. DSC measurements

The comparison of the thermograms obtained for
the native L-PLGA matrix with RSP, the native
L-PLGA matrix and pure RSP for the first heating run

a)       b) 

Fig. 1. The curves representing the first heating run (a) and second heating run (b)
of DSC measurements obtained for the native L-PLGA matrix with RSP (L-PLGA-RSP),

the native L-PLGA matrix and pure RSP

Table 1. Thermal properties of the native L-PLGA matrix with RSP (L-PLGA-RSP),
the native L-PLGA matrix and pure RSP

First heating run
(20 °C/min)

Second heating run
(20 °C/min)

Sample
Tm1

[°C]
ΔHm1

[J/g]
Tm2

[°C]
ΔHm2

[J/g]
Tc

[°C]
ΔHc

[J/g]
Tg

[°C]
Tc

[°C]
ΔHc

[J/g]
Tm

[°C]
ΔHm

[J/g]

L-PLGA-RSP 65.5 7.6 125.6 3.5 111.0 3.0 57.0 ND ND ND ND

L-PLGA 70.1 8.7 130.0 3.3 120.0 0.5 52.0 ND ND ND ND

RSP 171.0 118.0 ND ND ND ND 29.0 90.0 89.8 169.0 96.2

Tm and Tc – melting and crystallization temperature with ΔHm and ΔHc – enthalpy of melting and crystallization; Tg – glass
transition temperature; ND – not detected.
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(Fig. 1a) and for the second heating run (Fig. 1b) re-
vealed many thermal effects.

The first heating run for matrices revealed two en-
dotherms, which corresponded to the melting process.
For L-PLGA matrix with RSP, melting points were
observed at 65.5 °C (ΔHm1 = 7.6 J/g) and 125.6 °C
(ΔHm2 = 3.5 J/g). The higher maximum for endo-
therms was observed for the free RSP sample, i.e.,
70.1 °C and 130.0 °C, respectively (Table 1). The
analysis of the endotherms revealed higher value for
the first endotherm (ΔHm1 = 8.7 J/g) and lower for the
second endotherm (ΔHm2 = 3.3 J/g) (Fig. 1a, Table 1)
for RSP free matrices. Moreover, one exotherm corre-
sponding to cold crystallization between these endo-
therms was also observed, i.e., for L-PLGA matrix
with RSP exotherm with maximum at 111 °C (ΔHc =
3.0 J/g) and for L-PLGA matrix exotherm with maxi-
mum at 120.0 °C (ΔHc = 0.5 J/g) (Fig. 1a, Table 1).
The analysis of the second heating run revealed an
increase in Tg after introduction of RSP into the matrix
from 52.0 °C to 57.0 °C (Fig. 1b, Table 1).

The analysis of the first (Fig. 1a) and the second
(Fig. 1b) heating runs of pure RSP revealed endo-
thermal peaks at 171.0 °C (ΔHm1 = 118.0 J/g) and
169.0 °C (ΔHm. = 96.2 J/g), respectively (Table 1). In
the second heating run, the Tg at 29.0 °C was noted.
Moreover, Tc at 90.0 °C with ΔHc = 89.8 J/g was ob-
served (Fig. 1b, Table 1).

The differences between thermograms obtained
from the first heating run (Fig. 2a, Table 2) and the
second heating run (Fig. 2b, Table 2) for the sam-
ples with RSP degraded for 0, 7, 14, 48, 58, 105,
294 days were observed. It was found that the
changes depended on degradation time (Fig. 2a and b,
Table 2). For the first heating run endothermic and

exothermic events were observed in all the curves.
Analogously to the findings presented above (Fig. 1a
and b, Table 1), the first one corresponded to melt-
ing, whereas the second one – to the cold crystalli-
zation (Fig. 2a and b, Table 2). For matrices de-
graded within 7, 14, 48, 58, 105 and 294 days, two
endotherms were observed (Fig. 2a, Table 2) as
described above for the native sample (Fig. 1a, Ta-
ble 1). However, the sample degraded for 0, 7 and
14 days revealed the widest endothermal area. The
endotherms were the least marked (Fig. 2a). Fur-
thermore, one exotherm was observed between two
endotherms for the samples degraded for 0, 7, 14,
48, 58 and 105 days (Fig. 2a, Table 2). For the
sample degraded for 294 days, the findings in-
volved the first slightly marked endotherm and the
second strongly marked endotherm without exo-
therm (Fig. 2a, Table 2).

It should be pointed out that during the first heat-
ing run in all the curves no additional and significant
endothermic and exothermic events were observed
(Figs. 1 and 2, Tables 1 and 2).

The changes in the values of endothermal peaks
were noted. Differences were found in the value of the
maxima of first endotherm between the native sam-
ples (65.5 °C) and the samples degraded for 7, 14, 48,
58, 105 and 294 days (81.2, 83.5, 85.4, 84.3, 80.3 and
80.4 °C, respectively). For the second endotherm, dif-
ferences observed between native samples (125.6 °C)
and the samples degraded for 7, 14, 48, 58, 105 and
294 days (127.7, 132.3, 133.0, 131.0, 130.4 and 108.6 °C,
respectively) (Table 2) were lower.

The changes in enthalpies for the degraded sam-
ples were also observed. For the first endotherm no
clear decreasing or increasing trend was observed

a)      b) 

Fig. 2. The curves representing the first heating run (a) and the second heating run (b)
of DSC measurements obtained for L-PLGA matrices with RSP

degraded within 0, 7, 14, 48, 58, 105 and 294 days
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during degradation. However, for ΔHm2 increasing
trend was noted (Table 2).

There was a decrease of Tc from 111.0 °C to
101.8 °C in the period of analysis (0–105 days). It
should be noted that the values of ΔHm2 corresponded
mostly to the values of ΔHc (Table 2).

The Tg decreased within the degradation (0–294
days) from 57.0 °C to 47.8 °C. However, for the
sample degraded for 105 and 294 days, the second
additional Tg (i.e., at 10.8 °C and 19.5 °C, respec-
tively) appeared.

3.2. SEM imaging

The microscopic study revealed changes in mor-
phological features between the native matrix (Fig. 3a
and b) and degraded samples (Fig. 3c–p). The com-
parison of all SEM images can show the surfaces (Fig.
3a–f, i) and cross-sections (Fig. 3g, h, j–m, o and p) of
the L-PLGA matrices with RSP during degradation.
Therefore, outer and inner morphology may be ob-
served, respectively. The picture showing both the
surface and a cross-section is presented in Fig. 3n.

Surface of native sample showed two various areas
with different morphological features. The dominant
type of surface presented as a solid cladding covered
by the elements similar to fish scales in which small
pores were observed (Fig. 3a). The area of scales was
in the range from 3.5 µm2 to 17.4 µm2. There was also
a porous surface with pore area in the range from
0.8 µm2 to 9.2 µm2 (Fig. 3b).

Morphology analysis of degraded samples was
performed after 0, 7, 14, 48, 58, 105, 294 days of in-
cubation in PBS. Differences were observed in the
outer and inner morphology. The widening of pores
was evident in most cases. For outer morphology of

the samples collected after 7, 48 and 58 days of deg-
radation pore area was in the range 1.2 µm2–6.1 µm2,
1.1 µm2–12.8 µm2 and 1.6 µm2–24.1 µm2, respec-
tively (Fig. 3c, e and i). Moreover, the samples col-
lected after 48 and 58 days of degradation also
showed pore deformation (Fig. 3e and i).

Outer morphology showed mainly porous charac-
ter (Fig. 3b–f and i), however inner morphology re-
vealed both solid and porous structure (Fig. 3g, h,
k–m and p). Generally, pores visualized in the cross-
section had a significantly smaller area than in outer
morphology. Moreover, the progress of degradation
resulted in an increase of pore size areas, i.e., for the
samples degraded for 48, 105 and 294 days, the area
was in the range of 0.2 µm2–4.7 µm2, 0.3 µm2–3.5 µm2

and 0.6 µm2–4.9 µm2, respectively (Fig. 3h, l and p).
Degradation caused formation of more pores on

the surface (Fig. 3d) and appearance of new morpho-
logical features. After 7 and 48 days of degradation,
there were visible new pores on the bottom layer of
the porous area (Fig. 3c, e and f). Cracks and splits
appeared in the sample after 48 and 105 days of deg-
radation (Fig. 3g, h, k and m). Formation of crystal-
like forms occurred in the samples, which were sub-
jected to degradation for 58 and 294 days (Fig. 3j, n
and o).

4. Discussion

4.1. Characteristic of RSP formulations

based on PLGA

RSP is a neuroleptic drug used and proposed as im-
plantable and biodegradable formulations [2], [6]–[8].

Table 2. Thermal properties of L-PLGA matrices with RSP degraded for 0, 7, 14, 48, 58, 105 and 294 days

First heating run
(20 °C/min)

Second heating run
(20 °C/min)Degradation

period
[days] Tm1

[ºC]
ΔHm1

[J/g]
Tm2

[ºC]
ΔHm2

[J/g]
Tc

[ºC]
ΔHc

[J/g]
Tg

[ºC]

0 65.5 7.6 125.6 3.5 111.0 3.0 ND 57.0

7 81.2 11.0 127.7 1.8 109.8 1.6 ND 56.3

14 83.5 4.8 132.3 4.6 103.7 2.4 ND 55.4

48 85.4 13.4 133.0 10.3 106.0 10.3 ND 49.3

58 84.3 13.2 131.0 13.3 104.3 12.5 ND 49.2

105 80.3 21.0 130.4 20.6 101.8 13.2 10.8 47.5

294 80.4 2.7 108.6 51.0 ND ND 19.5 47.8

Tm and Tc – melting and crystallization temperature with ΔHm and ΔHc – enthalpy of melting and crystallization respectively;
Tg – glass transition temperature; ND – not detected.
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In the designing of novel medicinal products based on
aliphatic polyesters, it is crucial to determine their
thermal and morphological features. This fact is con-
firmed by many authors [16]–[21]. In this study,
L-PLGA with comonomer ratio of 85:15 was used.
According to the literature, the composition of poly-
meric matrix, i.e., the content of lactidyl and glyco-
lidyl segments, the configuration of lactide and drug
type, influence the thermal properties of the whole
system [25]–[27]. It may reflect morphological prop-
erties. For example, it was reported that the Tg has
a great influence on the surface segregation of methyl
groups, i.e., polymer with lower Tg revealed larger
extent of surface restructuring in comparison with
polymers with higher Tg [28]. Therefore, thermal
properties may affect morphological properties.

In this work, thermal properties and morphology of
the native L-PLGA matrix with RSP and of L-PLGA
matrices during degradation process were analyzed to
confirm their usefulness in the development of long-
term release system of RSP. In should be emphasized

that in chronic diseases sustained, controlled and pro-
longed release of drug is important. It would be an
interesting solution to administer a drug substance
from an implantable formulation for as long as possi-
ble. If necessary, daily doses released from the im-
plant (e.g., rod) could be supplemented with oral ad-
ministration. On the other hand, in the emergency
events implantable formulations may be explanted.

4.2. Thermal properties

in degradation process

The analysis of curves and thermal parameters,
i.e., Tm and Tc with ΔHm and ΔHc, respectively, and Tg,
for RPS free matrices and matrices with RSP revealed
the same thermal effects. All of the curves with one
exception had endotherm, exotherm and endotherm in
sequence (Fig. 1a, Table 1). It should be explained
that presence of endotherms may indicate various

Fig. 3. SEM images of L-PLGA matrices with RSP degraded for 0 days (a – magnification ×8457, b – magnification ×12800),
7 days (c – magnification ×9556), 14 days (d – magnification ×10082), 48 days (e – magnification ×12942, f – magnification ×59332,

g – magnification ×12968, h – magnification ×10000), 58 days (i – magnification ×9051, j – magnification ×51874), 105 days
(k – magnification ×9051, l – magnification ×9984, m – magnification ×10000) and 294 days (n – magnification ×2395,

o – magnification ×10411, p – magnification ×12849)

a)

e)

i)

m)

b)

f)

j)

n)

c)

g)

k)

o)

d)

h)

l)

p)
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effects, i.e., Tm, relaxation processes and the evapo-
rating of solvent and/or solution residues from poly-
meric matrices. However, considering the fact that
these thermal effects are present in all degraded sam-
ples (Fig. 2a, Table 2), it may clearly indicate the
double melting process. Additionally, overall analysis
of ΔHm1, ΔHc, ΔHm2 for all samples (Tables 1 and 2)
confirms the hypothesis that melting, cold crystalliza-
tion and melt-recrystallization took place because the
fraction which crystallized allowed melt-recrystal-
lization. Therefore, it can be said that L-PLGA shows
crystalline polymorphism, the presence of many small
crystals and/or crystallographic defects occur. The
L-PLGA analyzed is homogenous and semi-crystalline.
Considering the fact that the period of degradation was
294 days (Fig. 2, Table 2), semi-crystalline L-PLGA
can provide prolonged matrix degradation and RSP
releasing.

In this study, the comparison of thermal parame-
ters, i.e., Tm and Tc with ΔHm and ΔHc, respectively,
and Tg revealed the differences after the introduction
of RSP into L-PLGA matrix (Fig. 1a and b, Table 1).
It should be noted that thermal analysis of RSP indi-
cated the crystalline character of RSP with Tm 171 °C
(Fig. 1, Table 1). The obtained results correspond to the
literature data on thermal properties of RSP [29], [30].
Undoubtedly, the nature of RSP may influence the
changes in the semi-crystalline character of L-PLGA
during obtaining a polymeric matrix, which was ob-
served in such parameters as Tm and Tc with ΔHm and
ΔHc, respectively, and Tg (Table 1).

The drug–polymer interactions are an interesting
issue concerning drug release. The aim of this work
was not to find interactions between RSP and L-PLGA.
However, some issues should be clarified. There are
various opinions on the presence of drug–polymer
interactions. Siegel et al. (2006) proved that using
the same polymer matrix and drug loading (20%
by weight) but various kinds of drug may cause
a different rate of polymer degradation and the drug
release profile. Therefore, it was concluded that the
design of biodegradable polymeric drug carriers with
high drug loadings must account for the effect of the
drug on the polymer degradation and drug release rate
[31]. In this study, drug content in matrix was lower,
i.e., 5%-wt. The low drug content may explain the
lack of Tm arising from RSP in thermograms obtained
after the first heating run (Fig. 1a, Table 1). Moreover,
the lack of additional peaks, i.e., exothermic and/or
endothermic, after incorporation of RSP into matrix in
the first heating run may evidence two various results,
i.e., the lack of interactions between L-PLGA and
RSP or an insufficient amount of RSP to create these

interactions. This phenomenon does not point unre-
servedly to the lack of interactions. It must be con-
firmed in another study. However, it may be sug-
gested that releasing process of RSP from L-PLGA
matrix with the content of 5%-wt of RSP may take
place despite these interactions.

The second heating run of native samples revealed
an increase in Tg value after the introduction of RSP,
which may suggest the anti-plastification effect.
However, another fact is important (Fig. 1b) – the
polymer possessed the Tg above human body tempera-
ture (57 °C), which is appropriate for prolonged degra-
dation of L-PLGA and prolonged release of RSP.

Thermal analysis of the matrix with RSP, RSP
free matrix and pure RSP showed the influence of
RSP on L-PLGA matrix. It cannot be stated, how-
ever, that the character of L-PLGA matrix was sig-
nificantly changed.

Degradation study provided interesting information
regarding the slow degradation process of L-PLGA,
which is advantageous for prolonged release of RSP.
Analogous thermal effects were observed in the deg-
radation study (Fig 2, Table 2), similarly to the study
on the influence of introduction of RSP into L-PLGA
matrix (Fig. 1, Table 1).

The differences were also observed in the values
of the thermal parameter, i.e., Tm and Tc with ΔHm and
ΔHc, respectively, and Tg because of degradation
(Fig. 2, Table 2).

For the native matrix with RSP and degraded for
7 and 14 days, relatively wide endothermal areas were
visible in the first heating run of DSC. They were also
very small (Fig. 2a). Therefore, these areas may indi-
cate solvent (i.e., methylene chloride) evaporation,
which might have remained in the matrix structure in
trace amounts due to the preparation method. This
would suggest changing the preparation methods for,
e.g., extrusion or injection molding. However, for the
sample degraded for 48, 58 and 105 days (Fig. 2a), the
endotherms were visible, which may indicate the
changes in crystallinity of L-PLGA. It was supposed
that crystalline RSP may influence semi-crystalline
L-PLGA. However, no clear decreasing and increas-
ing trend of values in enthalpies for the first heating
run was observed, which may indicate crystallinity
changes.

It was found that the Tc decreased during degrada-
tion. It is known that the degradation contributes to
a decrease in molar mass and therefore the length of
polymer chains. The polymer chains can be easily rear-
ranged in spherulites, since the mobility is enhanced by
the availability of more free volume and the crystalli-
zation takes place at lower temperatures [32].
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Changes in thermal parameters were also observed
after 294 days, probably due to the decrease in RSP
amount in the matrices. This, however, is only appli-
cable to the sample degraded for 294 days. The dis-
proportion between endothermal peaks was visible.
Only one endotherm was clearly visible (Fig. 2a). This
may indicate the loss of one component from the ma-
trix during hydrolytic degradation. It is known that for
PLGA copolymers faster loss of glycolidyl blocks
may occur because of their higher hydrophilicity.

4.3. Morphology

in degradation process

The SEM analysis revealed the presence of pores
in each stage of degradation, which confirmed the
results obtained by means of DSC. As mentioned
above, pore closing could be expected after a decrease
in Tg and an increase in polymer chain mobility [18],
[22]. In this case, although a decrease in Tg was ob-
served during degradation (Fig. 2), the polymer was
still in a vitreous state even after 294 days of degrada-
tion that is advantageous for long delivery system
designed for long term release. 294 days of degrada-
tion significantly affected Tg (Fig. 2b). However, in
the first two weeks slight changes took place, which
may indicate the lack of significant degradative
changes in the structure of L-PLGA matrices with
RSP. It can be suggested that in this period slow re-
lease of RSP may be observed (Fig. 2a). On the other
hand, the lack of significant changes in the values
of Tg for samples degraded for 48, 58, 105 and 294 days
may indicate the stability of the matrix, which may
ensure a stable degradation process (Fig. 2b).

Moreover, it is interesting that in the samples de-
graded for 105 and 294 days an additional Tg effect was
noted. This may suggest formation of low molecular
fraction of degraded L-PLGA (Fig. 2b, Table 2).

A microscopic study of the native matrix revealed
a solid area (Fig. 3a) and a porous surface in outer
morphology (Fig. 3b). However, only porous surface
was visible from the 7th day of degradation (Fig. 3c,
d, e, i). The appearance of pores is a result of the
opening of pores rather than their formation. First, in
the native matrix, pores were revealed already within
the small area. Secondly, it is known that the degra-
dation of such high molecular polymers as L-PLGA
used is not so rapid. Moreover, also in DSC results of
the sample after 7 days of degradation, no significant
changes in the Tg were observed, i.e., 0.7 °C (Table 2).
The differences in Tg of 1.6 °C (Table 2) in the sample
degraded for 14 days also revealed the changes in

morphology. The range of the pore size areas ob-
served increased. This may suggest that many novel
pores developed (Fig. 3d). However, the formation of
smaller pores created within greater pore may also
point to the beginning of changes facilitating the deg-
radation process. This was observed in the samples
degraded for 7 and 48 days (Fig. 3d, e and f).

In outer morphology pore area widening observed
on the primary surface of the sample degraded for 7,
48 and 58 days may evidence the progress of degra-
dation (Fig. 3c, e and i). The same conclusion results
from the deformation of oval pores observed for sam-
ples degraded for 48 and 58 days (Fig. 3e and i).

Significant changes in the value of Tg were ob-
served after 48 days of degradation (Table 2). Si-
multaneously, morphological features changed sig-
nificantly. As observed in the cross-sections cracking
and delamination took place due to degradation. In-
ner morphology could by characterized ipso facto

(Fig. 3g, h, k, l, m, p). Moreover, the creation of pores
and their widening in progress of degradation were
also observed in the inner structure (Fig. 3h, l, p).

The greatest differences in morphological features
were observed in the samples degraded for 105 and
293 days. The primary surface virtually disappeared.
Moreover, slits and cracks were observed as well (Fig.
3g, h, k, m).

The changes in Tg after 105 and 294 days of deg-
radation were the most significant. The heterogeneous
character of images of the samples degraded for 105 and
294 days may be reflected by two Tg effects. The results
of SEM and DSC studies suggest the presence of various
fractions (Fig. 2b, Table 2, Fig. 3, m, n and o).

Moreover, the analysis of curves and the values of
thermal parameters representing the first heating run
for these samples revealed the changes in comparison
with the native matrix. In particular, the changes in the
ΔHm1 and ΔHm2 may evidence the changes in crystal-
linity. In SEM images crystall-like forms were visible
in the samples degraded for 58 and 294 days (Fig. 3j,
n, o). However, this is not a direct evidence and it
would be difficult to formulate an unambiguous inter-
pretation in this way.

5. Conclusions

From thermal properties and morphological features
it can be confirmed that combining the analysis of DSC
and SEM is a valuable approach in the interpretation of
the influence of drug introduction into the polymeric
matrix and monitoring of degradation changes. It has
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been proven that this method can be complementary
in the interpretation of degradation results for drug
carriers. Moreover, the DSC and SEM analysis can be
helpful in preliminary screening analysis and predic-
tion of drug release.

In this study, the thermal analysis indicated the fol-
lowing facts: (i) RSP did not change significantly semi-
crystalline character of L-PLGA; (ii) the decrease in Tg

showed stable degradation process during observation,
which was confirmed by morphological features.

The obtained data may suggest slow degradation
that is advantageous for prolonged release of RSP
from L-PLGA matrices.
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