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Abstract: Wound care and soft tissue repair have been a major human concern for millennia.
Despite considerable advancements in standards of living and medical abilities, difficult-to-heal
wounds remain a major burden for patients, clinicians and the healthcare system alike. Due to
an aging population, the rise in chronic diseases such as vascular disease and diabetes, and the
increased incidence of antibiotic resistance, the problem is set to worsen. The global wound care
market is constantly evolving and expanding, and has yielded a plethora of potential solutions to
treat poorly healing wounds. In ancient times, before such a market existed, metals and their ions
were frequently used in wound care. In combination with plant extracts, they were used to accelerate
the healing of burns, cuts and combat wounds. With the rise of organic chemistry and small molecule
drugs and ointments, researchers lost their interest in inorganic materials. Only recently, the advent
of nano-engineering has given us a toolbox to develop inorganic materials on a length-scale that
is relevant to wound healing processes. The robustness of synthesis, as well as the stability and
versatility of inorganic nanotherapeutics gives them potential advantages over small molecule drugs.
Both bottom-up and top-down approaches have yielded functional inorganic nanomaterials, some of
which unite the wound healing properties of two or more materials. Furthermore, these nanomaterials
do not only serve as the active agent, but also as the delivery vehicle, and sometimes as a scaffold.
This review article provides an overview of inorganic hybrid nanotherapeutics with promising
properties for the wound care field. These therapeutics include combinations of different metals,
metal oxides and metal ions. Their production, mechanism of action and applicability will be
discussed in comparison to conventional wound healing products.

Keywords: metal oxides; flame-spray pyrolysis; soft tissue; tissue repair; metals; nanoparticles;
skin wounds; nanomedicine; wound healing; chronic wounds

1. Introduction

The first injury treatments were described 5 millennia ago, when hunter-gatherers noticed that
environmental factors and certain herbal remedies would speed up the wound healing process [1].
In ancient history, humans recognized the necessity of hygiene and the halting of bleeding, which led to
the development of wound dressing techniques and suturing [2]. Despite the large number of general
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technological advancements over the past 100 years, progress beyond ancient wound care practices is
surprisingly modest [3]. Apart from the introduction of antibiotics, and the ability to engineer tissues,
modern wound management techniques only marginally differ in their core from the ones used in
ancient times.

Wound healing complications remain responsible for an unacceptably high rate of morbidity and
mortality. Reasons for that include the intrinsic vulnerability of the healing process, in conjunction
with the lack of a holistic understanding of wound healing and the increasing occurrence of
antimicrobial-resistant microbes [4]. Based on UK numbers, the estimates are that ~5% of the
population in developed countries suffer from a wound, and ~40% of those patients have wound
healing complications [5]. Adjusted for comorbidities, the average additional spending on wound
management per patient is USD 3.5 K. In the USA, around 15% of Medicare beneficiaries suffer
from a wound or wound infection [6,7], generating average costs of up to USD 11.8 K per patient.
Evidence shows that these costs will rise in the upcoming years due to the aging population and the
increasing occurrences of chronic conditions such as diabetes [5,8].

Soft tissue repair after trauma or surgery is an extremely delicate process that involves a
whole cascade of events, namely, hemostasis, inflammation, angiogenesis and wound remodeling.
Perturbation of any of these steps in the healing cascade can lead to severe consequences, ranging from
unsatisfactory aesthetic outcome to patient death from bleeding or bacteremia. Wounds are generally
classified according to their healing time; acute wounds heal themselves in a predictable time frame,
whereas chronic wounds do not heal, leading to further complications, such as infection and necrosis.
Acute wounds typically originate from surgical interventions or trauma. Chronic wounds, on the other
hand, arise due to poor blood circulation, bacterial infection or systemic illnesses [9].

There is a variety of wound care products available on the global USD 25 billion market [10].
While some products focus on initial skin closure and sealing, others focus on longer-term wound
therapy. In the first group, apart from suturing and stapling, there are several tissue adhesives for
wound management. The commercially available products include cyanoacrylate-based glues (such as
Dermabond), purified bovine serum albumin and glutaraldehyde (Bioglue), fibrin (such as Tisseel and
Tachosil) and synthetic polymer sealants (e.g., TissuGlu). However, the available surgical adhesives
often suffer from low adhesion, inappropriate mechanical strength, cytotoxicity concerns and poor
performance in biological environments [11].

For prolonged wound therapy, various wound dressing materials are available on the market to
support innate wound healing, such as alginate and collagen dressings. Most recently, bioengineered
tissue constructs have found their way into clinics with promising results [12]. Such products include
epidermal and dermal substitutes, such as Epicel and Integra. Despite significant technological
advances, difficult-to-manage wound healing complications pose constitutive challenges to healthcare
professionals. While wound care has undergone several transformative revolutions, hallmarked by the
discovery of antibiotics which was followed by the ability to engineer tissues and tissue substitutes,
conceptionally new approaches have entered clinics comparatively slowly [13]. A holistic wound care
solution that covers the healing process from closure to scarring is yet to be found. Ideally, such a
solution should be easily applicable and support the different phases of wound healing, while keeping
microbes and excessive myofibroblast invasion (causative of scarring/fibrosis) at bay [13]. Recently,
inorganic nanoparticles have been proven to be prime candidates for wound closure and management.
As opposed to biologically derived agents, inorganic synthesis processes are usually easily scalable,
inexpensive, robust, and allow a high degree of control over material architecture. The bioactive
materials incorporated in such nanoparticles can be beneficial to a plethora of wound healing processes,
and have anti-infectious properties. Remarkably, inorganic nanoparticles can be engineered to be
intrinsically bioactive, thus uniting the drug and the carrier. This review describes important concepts
in wound healing, and presents current and future solutions for wound management. The role of
hybrid inorganic nanotherapeutics in the field is discussed, and their advantages, limitations and
future prospects are examined.
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2. Skin Wound Therapy and Clinical Needs

2.1. Phases of Wound Healing

Wound healing involves intricate interactions between various cell types, coagulation factors,
connective tissue, growth factors, cytokines and the vascular system. Generally, the wound healing
process can be divided into four stages, as illustrated in Figure 1 [14]. Within the first few minutes of
injury, platelets in the blood begin to stick to the injured site. This results in the activation of fibrin,
which then forms a mesh and acts as a glue to bind platelets to each other. The resulting clot then serves
to plug the leak in the blood vessel, preventing further bleeding (Step 1: Hemostasis). Once hemostasis
has been achieved, blood vessels dilate to allow essential cells, proteins and nutrients to reach the site
of injury. The predominant cells at work here are the phagocytic cells mounting a host response and
autolyzing any devitalized necrotic tissue (Step 2: Inflammation) [15]. During proliferation, the wound
is then filled with new granulation tissue, which is comprised of extracellular matrix (collagen, etc.) and
in which a new network of blood vessels develops (Step 3: Angiogenesis). The integrity of granulation
tissue is critically dependent on fibroblasts receiving sufficient levels of oxygen and nutrients supplied
by the newly-formed blood vessels. Maturation is the final phase, which occurs once the wound has
closed and involves the remodeling of collagen (Step 4: Remodeling). The inappropriate execution
of any of the above steps may critically affect the wound healing process and its success. In case
the native wound healing capacity proves insufficient (see the sections below for possible reasons),
therapeutic interventions become necessary. Additionally, the prevention of wound infection is of
paramount importance, especially at times when antimicrobial resistances are on the rise.
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Figure 1. Injury and phases of wound healing. Wound healing timeline with important processes and
actors (adapted from Enoch and Leaper [14] with permission from Elsevier).

2.2. Current Routine Measures for Skin Wound Management

Current management strategies for chronic wounds focus on the treatment of the underlying
causes, as well as the application of local treatments that allow wound healing mechanisms to take
place in an optimal healing environment. As illustrated in Figure 2a, these local treatments usually
include (i) measures to remove slough, debris and cells that impair healing (surgical, mechanical or
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chemical debridement), (ii) the control of the bacterial burden and inflammation with antiseptic
substances if needed and (iii) the use of dressings that provide an ideal moisture balance to facilitate
healing processes. However, for many of these measures, there is a lack of sound evidence for their
effectivity [16,17]. Despite considerable efforts, many wounds take a long time to heal, which further
aggravates the disease burden for the individual patient as well as the economic burden for the society.

2.3. Disease and Other Factors Affecting Skin Wound Healing

Generally, wound healing can be affected by systemic factors that bear little or no direct relation
to the wound itself (age, body type, chronic diseases, etc.), and local factors concerning the wound
itself (desiccation, abnormal bacterial presence, trauma, etc) [18]. Wounds that show a prolonged
healing time are usually stuck in the inflammatory phase of wound healing. This is a hallmark of
chronic wounds, and is usually caused by an underlying disease impairing blood supply, such as
macrovascular disease (chronic venous insufficiency, peripheral arterial occlusive disease), or chronic
pressure reducing microvascular blood flow (diabetic foot ulcers, pressure ulcers) [19]. Wound infection
can also prolong the inflammatory phase of wound healing, and it can result both from hospital-acquired
or other external germs, as well as from the patient’s flora. Furthermore, there is a large number of
systemic diseases and risk factors that can impair wound healing processes by additionally reducing
blood supply and oxygenation (e.g., smoking, diabetes mellitus), and impairing macrophage function,
growth factor production and other reparative processes (e.g., diabetes mellitus, malnutrition) [20].
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Figure 2. (a) Patient evaluation based on the extended TIME (tissue, infection/inflammation,
moisture balance and edge of wound) principle. Adapted from [21] with permission from International
Wound Journal, Blackwell Publishing Ltd. and Medicalhelplines.com Inc. (b) Main causes of the
development of problematic wounds and currently used clinical measures to combat them. QoL:
Quality of Life.

2.4. Clinically Used Measures to Support Healing of Problematic Wounds

Figure 2b summarizes the factors leading to problematic wounds, and current measures taken
to treat them. Supportive measures, such as physical therapies (including electrostimulation and
shock-waves), negative pressure and hyperbaric oxygen therapies, can stimulate wound healing,
and have attracted significant attention [1]. Besides, growth factors therapies have been intensively
researched in the last few decades. However, the success of growth factor therapies in double-blinded
randomized controlled trials has been limited [22]. The delivery of the exogenous growth factors
remains a major challenge, and recent research has therefore increasingly shifted to alternative delivery
approaches [23]. More sophisticated bioengineered materials have been developed recently, which hold
promise with regard to accelerating wound healing processes. Products based on porcine intestine or
fish skin have been shown to facilitate wound healing by providing a scaffold for the regenerating cells,
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as well as modifying the wound healing environment. Amniotic membranes can be used as a potent
source of growth factors [24]. Tissue-engineered dermal and epidermal substitutes, or combinations
thereof, have also been shown to provide cells needed in the wound healing process, and modify
cytokines and growth factors in wounds, and thus speed up wound healing [25]. However, the relatively
high costs of these products and a variety of regulatory issues have so far prevented their widespread
clinical use [26].

2.5. Clinical Needs and Challenges

Over the last few decades, the understanding of wound healing has increased immensely due
to technological advancement, and a growing body of clinical and scientific research. Despite all
this progress, non-healing wounds still pose a massive burden on patients and the healthcare system.
While some patients receive inadequate treatment due to insufficient clinical reporting and the lack
of reimbursement for effective treatments [6], current gold-standard measures still fail to heal many
types of problematic wounds. Infections, insufficient closure, perfusion and the healing of the wounds
still pose intricate problems to health care professionals. An ideal future wound care product should
be applicable to any wound type, any depth and any exudate amount, and will eradicate biofilms,
control wound odor, reduce pain and reduce treatment time, all while being cost-effective. Additionally,
it should be usable in different care settings. For this goal, such a product should combine the diverse
features of contemporary developments in a single composite wound dressing.

3. Emerging Skin Wound Care Materials

Despite the sometimes slow transition to clinics, research into wound care is very active, and novel
approaches and concepts are published frequently. In this section, we will discuss recent conceptually
novel approaches to wound management, as well as their opportunities and drawbacks.

3.1. Bioengineered Tissues and Scaffolds

The rapid development of molecular biology and biotech has enabled engineers to design functional
tissues and scaffolds using a combination of synthetic and biological materials. Tissue bioengineering
aims to substitute, restore, or improve compromised human tissue. Commonly, the body’s own healing
capacities are harnessed and guided by the artificial tissue [27,28].

In particular, the treatment of skin wounds with engineered tissues has seen rapid development
in the past years, with several solutions gaining market access (Figure 3a). On the one hand,
acellular products such as Integra and Alloderm are composed of synthetic materials and cell-free
biologically derived components such as collagen. On the other hand, allogeneic skin substitutes,
such as Apligraf and Dermagraft, consist of cell-layers seeded onto a biomaterial scaffold. Most recently,
patient biopsies have been used to culture skin autografts from their own cellular material. Currently,
Epicel is the only approved product of that kind [29], but other solutions such as Permaderm and
denovoSkin are on their way to clinics [30]. Such products have the benefit of using a patient’s own
material for healing, but require invasive biopsies and extended culturing times [27].

Despite promising results and market-approved products, tissue engineering plays a comparably
small role in patient treatment [31]. This limited use is mostly due to the experimental nature of the
treatments and the high costs associated with them [28]. A big concern in the field is the limited
reproducibility of complex artificial tissue, due to the insufficient control of the underlying biological
processes. Additionally, ethical concerns have been raised about the use of animal- or human-derived
materials, and the invasiveness of tissue sampling from the patient [32,33].

3.2. Bioinspired Materials for Wound Care

Over billions of years of evolution, nature has come up with brilliant solutions for the obstacles
that a variety of organisms have faced. In the past decades, material researchers have tapped into this
wealth of innovation and tried to mimic some of nature’s approaches [34,35]. Various animals have
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been mimicked to overcome wound care issues. Li et al. [36] reported on a slug-inspired design for
adhesives consisting of two polymer layers: an adhesive layer and a dissipative matrix. The adhesive
layer adheres to the substrate by electrostatic interactions, covalent bonds and infiltration into the tissue.
The dissipative layer amplifies energy dissipation through hysteresis. In this way, they achieved strong
adhesion even on wet surfaces (Figure 3b). Mussels are a common source of inspiration due to their
unique stickiness [37–39] (Figure 3c) and the structural benefits of nacre [40]. Further, the properties of
geckos [41] and spider webs [42] have been imitated to achieve strong adhesive properties in materials.
Lee et al. [43] drew inspiration from sandcastle worms, and devised a light-activated adhesive based
on poly(glycerol sebacate)-acrylate nanoparticles. The adhesive is injectable into tissue due to its
low initial viscosity, and has been shown to withstand considerable forces after curing. Last but not
least, humans have also been used for inspiration by Blacklow et al. [44], who have tried to mimic
embryonic wound closure by mechanical stimuli, and by Annabi et al. [45], who have harnessed the
elastic properties of human tropoelastin to engineer an elastic sealant. While the aforementioned
approaches to novel materials are promising for tissue closure, more development is needed to address
the later stages of wound healing and treatment.

1 

 

 

Figure 3. (a) Different wound covers and regeneration templates [30]. (b) Dual-layer hydrogel
adhesives inspired by slugs. From [36]. Reprinted with permission from the American Association for
the Advancement of Science (c) Injectable adhesives inspired by mussel foot proteins. Reprinted with
permission from [37]. Copyright 2019 American Chemical Society.

3.3. Metal and Metal Oxide Nanoparticles for Skin Wound Care

With the push to simplify materials designed for healthcare applications, inorganic nanomaterials
have re-gained interest. The controlled synthesis of nanoparticles (NPs) is arguably one of the most
important achievements of material science in the past decades [46]. The emergence of nanotechnology
has extended the toolset of biomaterial research, with stable materials that are transportable by the
body and have a large interaction surface. Inorganic, and especially metal and metal oxide NPs,
have attracted significant attention due to their scalability and robustness of synthesis, low costs,
and tailorable architecture [46,47]. Consequently, they have been used as MRI contrast agents [48],
radio enhancers [49], for blood purification [50,51] and for photodynamic therapy [52].

Recent advances in nanotechnology, in combination with an increased understanding of the
pathophysiology of wounds, have resulted in the development of several inorganic materials and
fillers to assist wound healing (Figure 4a) [53–55]. While fascinating results have been achieved by
loading inorganic nanoparticles with organic molecules [56,57], the following sections are focused on
purely inorganic nanosystems. To mitigate inflammation, for instance, the antioxidant properties of
gold [58], titanium [59], palladium and platinum [60] oxide NPs have been harnessed. For infection
control [61,62], wound dressings with silver NPs have been used for decades [63,64], however toxicity
and resistance concerns [65] have shifted the focus to alternative materials such as ZnO [66] or CeO2 [67].
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Cerium oxide-based nanoparticles have further been shown to decrease oxidative stress and support
cell proliferation [68].

As a novel approach to tissue closure, Leibler and colleagues [69,70] have introduced the concept
of nano-bridging—tissue adhesion achieved by a mere physical phenomenon. They topically applied
aqueous suspensions of silica and iron oxide to connect biological tissues by forming an adhesive
layer between them. The nanoparticles act as connectors between macromolecules, which then serve
as bridges between different particles, eventually leading to the adhesion and macroscopic gluing
of tissue. As a result, a bridging layer of NPs is formed that can sustain high amounts of stress due
to rearrangement processes on the particle surface. The topical application of silica and iron oxide
nanoparticles, as suggested by Leibler and colleagues, may indeed be an elegant way to rapidly achieve
hemostasis and wound closure. Kim et al. [71] achieved an increased adhesive effect by augmenting
the silica NP surface area. While the advantages of silica and iron oxide NPs compared to current
wound closing techniques have been demonstrated, the particles were solely tested for their adhesive
properties, neglecting their possible bioactivity and compatibility. There is a plethora of metal oxides
that can advance or mitigate specific wound healing processes in their nanoparticulate form. To achieve
successful wound healing, however, multiple stages of the wound healing cascade have to be addressed.
A simple yet elegant approach to addressing different processes with multiple materials is to unite
beneficial properties in the form of hybrid NPs (Figure 4b).
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4. Metal Oxide Nanoparticle Hybrid Materials

As described in the previous section, a variety of metal oxide NPs show great promise for
wound healing applications [54]. To unite different bioactive properties in one therapeutic agent, or to
amplify one of them, the logical progression is to combine materials in hybrid nanoparticles. Such a
multi-component approach benefits from the fact that the individual component activity can be tailored
independently to the application, provided that there is no interference between the different material
components. The vast number of possible material combinations and architectures gives access to
a large design space, and hence properties can be accurately tailored to the intended application
and specific clinical needs in a precision medicine-like approach. The increase in the complexity
of such nanotherapeutics, however, counterbalances the straightforwardness and robustness of
inorganic materials. This is why reproducible and stable synthesis methods are key. Ideally, the metal
oxide nanohybrids are produced in a few steps, and do not require post-synthesis modification.
While large parts of the nanohybrid research have focused on the organic post-modification of
inorganic nanoparticle carriers to achieve multi-functionality, this section is focused exclusively
on inorganic hybrid nanotherapeutics. In contrast to complex carrier-based drug release systems,
therapeutics based on metal and metal oxides feature inherent bioactivity, effectively combining carrier
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and drug in one entity. In the past decade, a variety of inorganic hybrid nanotherapeutics have been
developed and evaluated for wound care applications. Their different architectures and structures are
summarized in Figure 4b, and selected examples are discussed in more detail below.

4.1. Blends of Metal Oxides

Several bioactive glasses based on borate, phosphate and silicate compositions have raised
significant clinical interest in the past 50 years [77]. The first and most notable example of such
a composition is Bioglass 45S5 (45 wt. % SiO2, 24.5 wt. % CaO, 24.5 wt. % Na2O and 6.0 wt.
% P2O5), developed by Larry Hench in 1969 [78]. Initially mostly used for bone repair due to its
unique biomineralization upon implantation, nanoparticulate bioglass and its variations have recently
shown great promise in soft tissue wound healing [79]. Apart from its tissue bonding and hemostatic
properties [80,81], some modifications, such as strontium-substitution [82], have been shown to
accelerate cell proliferation and angiogenesis. Furthermore, several borate-based formulations have
enhanced wound closure and human cell proliferation. Human wound healing is complex and so is
the impact of bioactive inorganics on it. Due to the variety of metal oxides used, mechanisms and
pathways are difficult to elucidate. It has been hypothesized that the enhanced soft tissue healing effect
stems from the release of ions, as opposed to biomineralization, in bone defect healing [83]. Despite its
mechanistic complexity, the wound healing activity of bioglass-based products in a wide variety of
in vitro and in vivo models has proven to be highly robust.

4.2. Metal Oxide Nanoparticles Doped with Metal Ions

In particular, the aforementioned bioactive glasses have been used as a matrix for the controlled
release of metal ions [84,85]. Figure 5a illustrates the effects of different dissolution products of doped
bioactive glasses on the wound healing cascade. A wide spectrum of ion dopants has been investigated
for beneficial properties related to wound healing and tissue repair (Figure 5b).
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Furthermore, a variety of single-metal oxide nanoparticulate matrices were doped to enhance
their use for wound care. For instance, antimicrobial Ag NPs doped with Zn accelerated wound
healing in rats [86], while the Zn-doping of CuO NPs increased their antimicrobial activity [87].
Several research groups enhanced the antibacterial properties of multifunctional ZnO NPs by doping
with Co [88], Mn [89] and Ta [90]. In another instance, TiO2 NPs doped with Zn showed pro-angiogenic
properties [91], while doping with Cu yielded antibacterial properties [92].
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4.3. Inorganic Frameworks Decorated With Metal Oxide Nanoparticles

Instead of ion doping a framework, it can be decorated with nanoparticles composed of the same
material, giving further control over release kinetics. The commonly used nano-sized frameworks for
NP-decoration are mesoporous silicate networks (MSNs).

Such a framework has been decorated with ferrite and ceria nanoparticles to yield strong
anti-inflammatory properties [93]. Similarly, adhesive MSNs have been decorated with cerium
oxide to quench ROS, and thus locally downregulate inflammation [94]. Jin et al. [95] have
designed Ag/AgBr-loaded MSNs with antimicrobial properties and potential wound healing properties.
Furthermore, Ag nanoparticles have been decorated with Fe3O4 and MnO2 to improve the stability,
biocompatibility and availability of Ag ions. To enhance the already discussed anti-inflammatory
activity of ceria nanoparticles, Munusamy et al. stabilized their oxidation state by immobilization on
silica supports [96].

4.4. Core/shell and Janus-Shaped Hybrids

As structure dictates function, tuning the architecture of a nanohybrid can have a large impact on
its biomedical properties. A system that has shown promising adhesive properties is the tantalum
oxide/silica core/shell nanoparticles [97]. As an additional benefit, these are detectable by a range
of imaging methods, such as ultrasound or x-ray, and can be harnessed as fiducial markers for
image-guided interventions. More sophisticated architectures have been proposed, including multiple
shell structures such as the Fe3O4@SiO2@Ag@porousSiO2 disinfectant nanoparticles proposed by
Wang et al. [98]. Another instance of a sophisticated antimicrobial system has been investigated
by Zhu et al. [99], which consists of silver nanoparticles-decorated and mesoporous silica-coated
single-walled carbon nanotubes. Recently, He et al. [100] performed the synthesis of bioactive zeolitic
imidazolate framework-8-capped ceria nanoparticles (CeO2@ZIF-8 NPs) in order to achieve enhanced
catalytic and antioxidative activities. They claim that their hybrid system overcomes the drawbacks of
pure CeO2 by the following mechanisms: (i) ZIF-8 acting as peroxidase to maintain the antioxidant
activity in the presence of excessive H2O2 or other oxidants; (ii) enabling control of the size, shape and
surface charge of the CeO2 core by ZIF-8; (iii) releasing active components during ZIF-8 degradation,
which synergistically enhances the efficacy of CeO2.

4.5. Combinations of the Above: Nano-Architected Hybrids

Recent studies by us have reported the first results regarding the potential of uniting adhesion,
based on nano-bridging, with bioactivity [101]. Uniting these properties requires control over
nanoparticle architecture and freedom of choice in materials. Liquid-feed flame spray pyrolysis
(LF-FSP) fulfills these requirements, while additionally enabling one-step and high-throughput
synthesis [102]. By utilizing the versatility of LF-FSP, we have united the wound closure properties
of bioglass with the anti-inflammatory properties of ceria in one nanoparticle hybrid. That hybrid
showed strong adhesiveness, fast hemostasis and low cytotoxicity [101]. Furthermore, we were able to
control the oxidation state of the ceria portion of said hybrid, which governs its anti-oxidative and
anti-microbial properties [103]. In the next step, we adapted the hybrids to be more beneficial in a soft
tissue healing scenario by substituting part of the Ca portion in the bioglass matrix with Sr, and doping
it with Zn. Both elements and their oxides have shown anti-inflammatory and, more importantly,
angiogenic properties [104–107]. In a perforator flap study in rats, these nanoparticles significantly
increased healing, most probably due to an increased perforation of the skin flap (Figure 6a) [108].
To address the phases of the wound healing cascade in an ideal way, temporal control of the material
activities is pivotal. By tailoring the architecture of the hybrid nanoparticles, we believe that such
control can be reached, and therapeutic performance can be optimized (Figure 6b).
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Figure 6. (a) A combined architectural approach, i.e., Janus-shaped hybrid nanoparticles made out
of cerium oxide and Zn-doped Sr-substituted bioglass increased skin flap survival in a rat model.
The increased survival area was most likely due to the angiogenic properties of the nanoparticles
and the resulting higher tissue perfusion (adapted from Lese at al. [108]). (b) By engineering the
architecture and structure of a metal oxide nanotherapeutic, the temporal control of material activity
can be achieved. This control allows the synchronization of the desired effect to the desired time.

5. Disadvantages and Dangers

Despite the promising effects of inorganic hybrid nanotherapeutics, there are toxicity concerns,
as with every new technology. The scientific community and regulatory agencies, including the
Food and Drug Administration (FDA), have recently intensified discussions regarding the safety
concerns of inorganic nanomaterials and their application to intact skin (cosmetic products) [109,110].
Nanomaterial application to areas where the natural barrier integrity has been compromised
(e.g., wounds) will lead to a more direct exposure to the nanomaterials. Nanoparticle biodistribution and
biological effects, including toxicity, are determined by a multitude of parameters of varying importance,
such as material composition, particle size, shape and charge [111]. The properties of nanomaterials and
their behavior are distinctly different from small molecules and bulk materials [112], hence requiring
the tailoring of established safety and toxicity assessment procedures. The Nanotechnology
Characterization Labs (NCL) have been established in the US (NCL [113]) and EU (EU-NCL [114]),
offering guidance regarding the safety and toxicity assessment of nanomaterials for clinical applications.
With the increasing availability of nanomaterial toxicity data, safe-by-design approaches are gaining
increasing attention [115,116]. Commercially available inorganic nanoparticle-based wound care
products, such as silver-based formulations, are widely used in the management of chronic
wounds and infections. However, the application of these inorganic nanoparticle-based wound
care products is limited, owing to toxicity concerns as well as long-term tissue deposition (argyrosis).
Additionally, granuloma formation has occasionally been observed following the application of
inorganic nanoparticles to wounds [117]. Issues such as long-term tissue deposition and the
degradation of the inorganic nanoparticles compromise their application for human use. Without a
proper understanding of the long-term fate of nanoparticles in biological systems [118], their clinical
translation becomes critical [119–123].

The use of high-dose non-degradable metal oxide nanoparticles may significantly limit the clinical
applicability of the procedure, due to the high stability of the nanoparticles and the associated unknown
risks (including off-target effects, inflammation, reactive oxygen species formation and re-distribution
to reticuloendothelial system and organs). For a safe translation, an in-depth understanding of
nanoparticle biodistribution and biotransformation is imperative. Recent studies by us have reported
the multiscale, multimodal characterization of inorganic nanohybrids in rats using a cascade of advanced



Pharmaceutics 2020, 12, 780 11 of 17

microscopy and spectroscopy techniques. The study revealed that when inorganic nanohybrids are
intravascularly injected, they expectedly accumulate in the liver, spleen and kidney. When applied
topically to the subcutis, nanohybrids accumulate in tissue-resident macrophages, and no significant
re-distribution to organs other than the skin could be observed for observation periods of one week [124].
These findings, and the absence of any detectable systemic effects, indicate that topical application
may indeed give access to some of the unique potential metal oxide nanotechnology has to offer to
the wound healing field. However, inorganic nanoparticles are not straightforward to apply to tissue.
Dry powders have unpredictable aggregations, are difficult to apply evenly, and can become airborne.
Upon dispersion in aqueous media, however, the inorganic nanoparticle suspensions often sediment
over time, again rendering controlled application more challenging. Nonetheless, promising clinically
relevant actions of inorganic nanotherapeutics have already been demonstrated, despite the current
challenges associated with their delivery.

6. Conclusions and Future Prospects

Skin wounds are a growing burden for clinicians and the economy due to an aging society and
the rise of vascular diseases, diabetes and antibiotic resistance. The current wound treatment success
with conventional wound care measures is limited due to several factors, such as bacterial infection,
insufficient blood supply and excessive inflammation. Novel approaches, such as biologically derived
and bio-inspired materials, have shown promising results, but are limited to specific use cases and are
usually accompanied by high costs. Bioinspired polymers demonstrate great potential as adhesives,
but have limited use in long-term wound healing. While there are many novel approaches to wound
healing, inorganic materials represent one of the most promising ones, due to their low-immunogenicity,
versatility, robustness and scalability. By utilizing inherently bioactive metal oxides, drug and carrier can
be united in one nanotherapeutic agent. The combination of such bioactivities, such as anti-infectious,
anti-inflammatory and adhesive properties, can be achieved in metal oxide hybrid nanoparticles.
Such a combination allows the tailoring of the desired effects to different stages of the wound healing
cascade. Ideally, temporal control of the material properties is achieved, making sure that the right
effect takes place at the right time. Several steps in that direction have been made, and the scientific
community is not far from reaching that goal.
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