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ABSTRACT 
Smart hydrogels are intelligent materials that can respond to environmental stimuli to control drug release1. This review article 

discusses recent advances in smart hydrogels for drug delivery, including thermoresponsive1, pH-responsive, light-responsive, and 

enzyme-responsive systems. We highlight their applications in cancer treatment, diabetes management, wound healing, and 

neurological disorders. The advantages of smart hydrogels, including improved efficacy and reduced side effects, are also discussed. 

Finally, we address the challenges and future directions in this field.1,2 

 
INTRODUCTION 
“Smart hydrogels are a class of advanced biomaterials that can respond to various stimuli, such as temperature, pH, light, and 

enzymes, to control drug release. 1These intelligent materials have revolutionized the field of drug delivery, offering unprecedented 

precision, targeting, and efficacy. With their unique properties and versatility, smart hydrogels have shown great promise in treating 

a wide range of diseases, from cancer and diabetes to neurological disorders and infectious diseases3. This review aims to provide 

a comprehensive overview of the recent advances in smart hydrogels for drug delivery, highlighting their design, mechanisms, 

applications, and future directions.”4,5 

 

RECENT ADVANCES 
- Thermoresponsive hydrogels for controlled drug release1 

- pH-responsive hydrogels for targeted delivery2 

- Light-responsive hydrogels for on-demand release 

- Enzyme-responsive hydrogels for targeted therapy 

 

Thermoresponsive hydrogels for controlled drug release  

Thermoresponsive hydrogels are a type of smart hydrogel that can respond to temperature changes to control drug release.1 Here's 

a more detailed overview: 

 

Principle_ 

Thermoresponsive hydrogels are made from polymers that change their swelling behavior in response to temperature changes. 

Below a certain temperature (Lower Critical Solution Temperature, LCST), the hydrogel is swollen and hydrophilic, while above 

the LCST, it becomes dehydrated and hydrophobic.1,3,4 

 

Mechanism 

1. At low temperatures, the hydrogel is swollen, allowing drugs to be loaded.1,6 

2. As the temperature increases, the hydrogel dehydrates, releasing the loaded drugs.8 

3. The rate of drug release can be controlled by adjusting the temperature and hydrogel properties.7 

 

Advantages 

1. _Controlled release_: Thermoresponsive hydrogels can release drugs in response to specific temperature changes.6 

2. _Targeted delivery_: Hydrogels can be designed to release drugs at specific sites or tissues with unique temperature profiles.9 

3. _Biocompatibility_: Thermoresponsive hydrogels are made from biocompatible materials.7 

 

Applications 

1. _Cancer treatment_: Targeted delivery of chemotherapy drugs 6 

2. _Diabetes management_: Controlled release of insulin6 

3. _Wound healing_: Sustained release of growth factors and antibiotics7 
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Examples of Thermoresponsive Polymers:_ 

1. Poly(N-isopropylacrylamide) (PNIPAAm) 

2. Poly(N-vinylcaprolactam) (PNVCL) 

3. Poly(ethylene glycol) (PEG)33,4,5 

 

Challenges 

1. _Temperature control_: Maintaining precise temperature control in vivo 

2. _Hydrogel stability_: Ensuring hydrogel stability during storage and use 

3. _Scalability_: Scaling up hydrogel production while maintaining properties3,4,5 

 

Thermoresponsive hydrogels offer a promising approach for controlled drug release, with potential applications in various fields. 

Ongoing research addresses challenges and explores new4,5 

 

pH responsive hydrogels for targeted delivery 

pH-responsive hydrogels are a type of smart hydrogel that can respond to changes in pH to control drug release. Here’s a more 

detailed overview:2 

 

Principle_ 

pH-responsive hydrogels are made from polymers that change their swelling behavior in response to pH changes. These hydrogels 

can be designed to release drugs in response to specific pH conditions, such as those found in cancerous tissues or the stomach.2 

 

Mechanism 

1. At a specific pH, the hydrogel changes its swelling behavior, releasing the loaded drugs. 

2. The rate of drug release can be controlled by adjusting the pH and hydrogel properties.10,11,12 

 

Advantages_ 

1. _Targeted delivery_: pH-responsive hydrogels can release drugs at specific sites or tissues with unique pH profiles. 

2. _Controlled release_: Hydrogels can release drugs in response to specific pH changes. 

3. _Biocompatibility_: pH-responsive hydrogels are made from biocompatible materials.12,13 

file:///C:/Users/ARNAV14/Downloads/3,4,5
file:///C:/Users/ARNAV14/Downloads/3,4,5
file:///C:/Users/ARNAV14/Downloads/4,5
file:///C:/Users/ARNAV14/Downloads/2
file:///C:/Users/ARNAV14/Downloads/2
file:///C:/Users/ARNAV14/Downloads/10,11,12
file:///C:/Users/ARNAV14/Downloads/12,13


 

SJIF Impact Factor (2024): 8.675| ISI I.F. Value: 1.241| Journal DOI: 10.36713/epra2016          ISSN: 2455-7838(Online) 

EPRA International Journal of Research and Development (IJRD) 
Volume: 9 | Issue: 11 | November 2024                                                                    - Peer Reviewed Journal 

 

 

2024 EPRA IJRD    |    Journal DOI:  https://doi.org/10.36713/epra2016      | https://eprajournals.com/ |13 |  
 

Applications_ 

1. _Cancer treatment_: Targeted delivery of chemotherapy drugs to acidic tumor environments. 

2. _Gastrointestinal diseases_: Targeted delivery of drugs to the stomach or intestines. 

3. _Infectious diseases_: Targeted delivery of antibiotics to infected tissues.14,15 

 

Examples of pH-Responsive Polymers 

1. Poly(acrylic acid) (PAA) 

2. Poly(methacrylic acid) (PMAA) 

3. Poly(ethylene glycol) (PEG) with pH-sensitive linkers13,14 

Challenges 

1. _pH control_: Maintaining precise pH control in vivo 

2. _Hydrogel stability_: Ensuring hydrogel stability during storage and use 

3. _Scalability_: Scaling up hydrogel production while maintaining properties 

pH-responsive hydrogels offer a promising approach for targeted drug delivery, with potential applications in various fields. Ongoing 

research addresses challenges and explores new applications, driving innovation in this area! applications, 

drivingC:\Users\ARNAV14\Downloads\10,11,12,13 innovation in this area!10,11,12,13,14,15 

 

Light -Responcive Hydrogels for on-Demand Release 

Light-responsive hydrogels are a type of smart hydrogel that can respond to light exposure to control drug release. Here’s a more 

detailed overview:16,17 

 

Principle_ 

Light-responsive hydrogels are made from polymers that change their swelling behavior in response to light exposure. These 

hydrogels can be designed to release drugs in response to specific wavelengths or intensities of light.16,18 
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Mechanism 

1. Light exposure triggers a chemical reaction, changing the hydrogel’s swelling behavior. 

2. The hydrogel releases the loaded drugs in response to the light-induced change.19,20 

 

Advantages 

1. _On-demand delivery_: Light-responsive hydrogels can release drugs in response to external light cues. 

2. _Spatial control_: Light can be directed to specific areas, allowing for targeted delivery. 

3. _Temporal control_: Light exposure can be controlled to release drugs at specific times.19,20 

 

Applications_ 

1. _Cancer treatment_: Targeted delivery of chemotherapy drugs 

2. _Diabetes management_: Controlled release of insulin 

3. _Neurological disorders_: Targeted delivery of neuroactive compounds17,18 

 

Examples of Light-Responsive Polymers 

1. Photo-crosslinked hydrogels 

2. Spiropyran-based hydrogels 

3. Azobenzene-based hydrogels20,21 

Challenges 

1. _Light penetration_: Ensuring sufficient light penetration in tissues 

2. _Hydrogel stability_: Maintaining hydrogel stability during storage and use 

3. _Scalability_: Scaling up hydrogel production while maintaining properties 

Light-responsive hydrogels offer a promising approach for on-demand drug delivery, with potential applications in various fields. 

Ongoing research addresses challenges and explores new applications, driving innovation in this area!19,20,21 
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Enzyme Responsive Hydrogels For Targeted Therapy 

Enzyme-responsive hydrogels are a type of smart hydrogel that can respond to specific enzymes to control drug release. Here’s a 

more detailed overview:22,23 

 

Principle 

Enzyme-responsive hydrogels are made from polymers that change their swelling behavior in response to specific enzyme activity. 

These hydrogels can be designed to release drugs in response to enzymes overexpressed in diseased tissues.22,23,24 

 

Mechanism 

1. Enzyme activity triggers a chemical reaction, changing the hydrogel’s swelling behavior. 

2. The hydrogel releases the loaded drugs in response to the enzyme-induced change.25,26 

 

Advantages 

1. _Targeted therapy_: Enzyme-responsive hydrogels can release drugs in response to specific enzymes overexpressed in diseased 

tissues. 

2. _Biocompatibility_: Enzyme-responsive hydrogels are made from biocompatible materials. 

3. _Controlled release_: Hydrogels can release drugs in response to specific enzyme activity.23,25 

 

Applications_ 

1. _Cancer treatment_: Targeted delivery of chemotherapy drugs 

2. _Infectious diseases_: Targeted delivery of antibiotics 

3. _Inflammatory diseases_: Targeted delivery of anti-inflammatory drugs24,22 

 

Examples of Enzyme-Responsive Polymers 

1. Peptide-crosslinked hydrogels 

2. Glycosylated hydrogels 

3. Phosphorylated hydrogels22,23,24 

Challenges 

1. _Enzyme specificity_: Ensuring specificity of enzyme response 

2. _Hydrogel stability_: Maintaining hydrogel stability during storage and use 

3. _Scalability_: Scaling up hydrogel production  

Enzyme-responsive hydrogels offer a promising approach for targeted therapy, with potential applications in various fields. Ongoing 

research addresses challenges and explores new applications, driving innovation in this area!24,25,26 

 

FUTURE DIRECTIONS 
1. _Combination therapies_: Loading multiple drugs or therapeutics 

2. _Injectable hydrogels_: Minimally invasive delivery 
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3. _Smart hydrogel nanoparticles_: Enhanced targeting and penetration 

 

Injectable Hydrogels 

Injectable and implantable hydrogels are designed to be delivered directly to the site of disease or injury, enabling targeted therapy 

with reduced side effects. These hydrogels can be: 

- Injected into tissues or organs using minimally invasive procedures 

- Implanted surgically or using minimally invasive procedures 

 

Once in place, these hydrogels can: 

- Release drugs or therapeutics in a controlled manner 

- Provide mechanical support or scaffolding for tissue regeneration 

- Act as a barrier or sealant to prevent further injury or damage 

 

Some potential applications of injectable and implantable hydrogels include: 

- Cancer treatment: targeted delivery of chemotherapy drugs directly to tumors 

- Tissue engineering: scaffolding for tissue regeneration and repair 

- Wound healing: sustained release of growth factors and antibiotics 

- Spinal cord injuries: implantable hydrogels for tissue support and regeneration 

 

Researchers are exploring various materials and designs to create injectable and implantable hydrogels, including: 

- Biodegradable and biocompatible polymers 

- Hydrogel nanoparticles and microparticles 

- Biohybrid hydrogels combining synthetic and biological materials 

- Shape-memory hydrogels that can change shape in response to stimuli 

 

The development of injectable and implantable hydrogels is an exciting area of research, with potential to transform the treatment 

of various diseases and injuries11,15,26. 

 

Combination Therapies_ 

Combination therapies involve loading hydrogels with multiple drugs or therapeutics, enabling enhanced treatment efficacy. This 

approach can: 

- Improve treatment outcomes by targeting multiple disease pathways 

- Reduce side effects by using lower doses of individual drugs 

- Enhance patient compliance by reducing the number of administrations 

 

Some potential applications of combination therapies using hydrogels include: 

- Cancer treatment: co-delivery of chemotherapy drugs and immunotherapies 

- Diabetes management: co-delivery of insulin and glucose-lowering agents 

- Wound healing: co-delivery of growth factors and antibiotics 

- Neurological disorders: co-delivery of neuroactive compounds and anti-inflammatory agents 

 

Researchers are exploring various strategies to develop combination therapies using hydrogels, including: 

- Co-encapsulation of multiple drugs or therapeutics within hydrogel particles 

- Layered or multi-compartment hydrogels for sequential drug release 

- Hydrogel-based drug delivery systems with integrated sensing and feedback mechanisms 

 

The development of combination therapies using hydrogels is an exciting area of research, with potential to transform the treatment 

of various diseases and improve patient outcomes.1,15,11,26 

 

Nanoparticle-Hydrogel Hybrids_.  

Nanoparticle-hydrogel hybrids combine the benefits of nanoparticles and hydrogels, enabling enhanced drug delivery and treatment 

outcomes. These hybrids can: 

- Improve drug loading and release kinetics 

- Enhance targeting and penetration of tissues and cells 

- Provide sustained release and reduced toxicity 
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Some potential applications of nanoparticle-hydrogel hybrids include: 

- Cancer treatment: targeted delivery of chemotherapy drugs using nanoparticle-hydrogel hybrids 

- Gene therapy: delivery of genetic material using nanoparticle-hydrogel hybrids 

- Tissue engineering: scaffolding and growth factor delivery using nanoparticle-hydrogel hybrids 

- Vaccine development: delivery of antigens and adjuvants using nanoparticle-hydrogel hybrids 

 

Researchers are exploring various materials and designs to create nanoparticle-hydrogel hybrids, including: 

- Nanoparticle-decorated hydrogels 

- Hydrogel-encapsulated nanoparticles 

- Nanoparticle-hydrogel composite materials 

- Biohybrid nanoparticle-hydrogel systems combining synthetic and biological materials 

The development of nanoparticle-hydrogel hybrids is an exciting area of research, with potential to revolutionize drug delivery and 

treatment outcomes.15,26 

 

CONCLUSION 
“In conclusion, smart hydrogels have emerged as a powerful tool for controlled drug delivery, offering unprecedented precision, 

targeting, and efficacy. The versatility of these materials has enabled their application in various disease models, and their potential 

to revolutionize drug delivery is vast. 

 

While significant progress has been made, challenges and limitations remain, including scalability, biocompatibility, and regulatory 

hurdles. However, ongoing research and innovation are addressing these challenges, and the future of smart hydrogels for drug 

delivery looks bright. 

 

As we move forward, it is essential to continue exploring new designs, mechanisms, and applications for smart hydrogels. 

Collaboration between researchers, clinicians, and industry experts will be crucial in translating these advances into clinical practice. 

Ultimately, smart hydrogels have the potential to transform the field of drug delivery, enabling more effective, personalized, and 

targeted therapies. As we continue to push the boundaries of what is possible with these materials, we may unlock new possibilities 

for improving human health and quality of life.”9,11,19,26 
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