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Abstract: Smart hydrogels are advanced materials designed to respond to specific environmental 

stimuli, allowing for controlled drug release. This review explores the latest developments in smart 

hydrogels for drug delivery, including systems that are thermoresponsive, pH-responsive, light-

responsive, and enzyme-responsive. We examine their applications across various medical fields, 

such as cancer therapy, diabetes management, wound healing, and the treatment of neurological 

disorders. The review also highlights the advantages of using smart hydrogels, including improved 

drug efficacy and minimized side effects. Finally, we discuss the challenges faced in the field and 

suggest potential future directions for research and development. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Smart hydrogels represent a cutting-edge class of biomaterials that can adapt to changes in their 

environment, such as shifts in temperature, pH, light, or enzyme activity, to precisely control the 

release of drugs. These versatile materials have transformed drug delivery systems by enabling 

targeted, efficient treatments with minimal side effects. Thanks to their ability to respond to specific 

biological conditions, smart hydrogels are showing significant promise in the treatment of a wide array 

of diseases, including cancer, diabetes, neurological disorders, and infections. This review provides an 

in-depth look at the recent progress in the development and application of smart hydrogels, focusing 

on their design principles, release mechanisms, clinical applications, and the challenges that remain 

in advancing this promising technology. 

 

II. RECENT ADVANCES IN SMART HYDROGELS FOR DRUG RELEASE 

1) Thermoresponsive Hydrogels for Controlled Drug Release 

Thermoresponsive hydrogels are a unique type of smart hydrogel that respond to temperature 

changes, enabling precise control over drug release. Here’s an overview of how they work and 

their applications: 

Principle: 

Thermoresponsive hydrogels are composed of polymers that change their behavior depending 

on temperature. Below a specific temperature, known as the Lower Critical Solution Temperature 

(LCST), the hydrogel remains swollen and hydrophilic (water-attracting). However, when the 

http://www.ijirid.in/


 

 

www.ijirid.in  

ISSN (Online): 2583-648X 

  IJIRID 
International Journal of Ingenious Research, Invention and Development 

An International, High Impact Factor, Double-Blind Peer-Reviewed, Open-Access, Multidisciplinary Online Journal 

Volume 3 | Issue 5 | October 2024 

 

Content from this work may be used under the term of the Creative Commons Attribution-Non-commercial (CC BY-NC) 4.0 licence. This 
license allows refusers to distribute, remix, adapt, and build upon the material in any medium or format for non-
commercial purposes only, and only so long as attribution is given to the creator. Any further distribution of this 
work must maintain attribution to the creators. © copyright at IJIRID. DOI: 10.5281/zenodo.14176069 458  

temperature rises above the LCST, the hydrogel becomes dehydrated and hydrophobic (water-

repellent). 

Mechanism: 

1) At lower temperatures, the hydrogel swells, allowing it to absorb and store drugs within its 

structure. 

2) As the temperature increases, the hydrogel shrinks and releases the stored drugs. 

3) By adjusting the temperature or the properties of the hydrogel, the rate at which the drug 

is released can be finely tuned. 

Advantages: 

1) Controlled Release: The drug release can be precisely triggered by changes in temperature, 

offering better control over treatment schedules. 

2) Targeted Delivery: Thermoresponsive hydrogels can be designed to release drugs only at 

specific temperatures found in targeted tissues or diseased areas, improving the precision 

of the therapy. 

3) Biocompatibility: These hydrogels are typically made from biocompatible materials, making 

them safe for use in medical applications. 

Applications: 

1) Cancer Treatment: Thermoresponsive hydrogels can deliver chemotherapy drugs directly to 

tumor sites, releasing the drug only when the temperature at the tumor site rises, thereby 

minimizing damage to healthy tissues. 

2) Diabetes Management: These hydrogels can be used to control the release of insulin in 

response to changes in body temperature, providing more effective and consistent glucose 

regulation. 

3) Wound Healing: In wound care, thermoresponsive hydrogels can release growth factors, 

antibiotics, or other therapeutic agents in a controlled manner, supporting the healing 

process over time. 

These hydrogels offer significant potential for targeted and controlled drug delivery, making them 

highly promising for a variety of medical applications. 

 

2. Thermoresponsive Polymers and Challenges in Drug Delivery 

Examples of Thermoresponsive Polymers:  

Several thermoresponsive polymers have been developed for use in smart hydrogels, enabling 

precise control over drug release in response to temperature changes. Some common examples 

include:   

1) Poly(N-isopropylacrylamide) (PNIPAAm)   

2) Poly(N-vinylcaprolactam) (PNVCL) 

3) Poly(ethylene glycol) (PEG)   

Challenges in Using Thermoresponsive Hydrogels:  

Despite their promising potential, there are several challenges in developing and using 

thermoresponsive hydrogels for drug delivery:   
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1) Temperature Control: Maintaining precise temperature regulation in the body can be 

difficult. Ensuring the right temperature is reached in the target area, without affecting 

surrounding tissues, remains a significant challenge.   

2) Hydrogel Stability: Smart hydrogels must be stable during storage, handling, and use, and 

maintain their effectiveness over time. Ensuring the long-term stability of these materials in 

biological environments is a critical consideration.   

3) Scalability: Producing thermoresponsive hydrogels on a large scale, while maintaining 

consistent properties, presents technical and economic challenges.  

Ongoing research is focused on addressing these challenges, optimizing the properties of 

thermoresponsive hydrogels, and exploring new ways to make them more effective and versatile 

for medical applications. 

 

3. pH-Responsive Hydrogels for Targeted Drug Delivery 

pH-responsive hydrogels are another type of smart material that respond to changes in pH levels, 

allowing for the controlled release of drugs at specific sites in the body. Here’s how they work: 

Principle: 

pH-responsive hydrogels are made from polymers that change their swelling behavior when 

exposed to different pH levels. This characteristic makes them ideal for drug delivery in areas 

where pH varies, such as in the acidic environment of cancerous tissues or the stomach. 

Mechanism:  

1) At a specific pH, the hydrogel undergoes a change in its structure, either swelling or shrinking, 

which triggers the release of the drug it contains.   

2) The rate of drug release can be controlled by adjusting both the pH and the composition of 

the hydrogel. 

Advantages: 

1) Targeted Delivery pH-responsive hydrogels can be engineered to release drugs at specific 

sites with unique pH profiles, such as tumor tissues (which are often more acidic than healthy 

tissue) or in the acidic environment of the stomach.   

2) Controlled Release These hydrogels offer precise control over the timing and amount of drug 

released, which is critical for maximizing therapeutic effects and minimizing side effects.   

3) Biocompatibility pH-responsive hydrogels are typically made from biocompatible materials, 

making them suitable for medical applications without causing harm to the body.   

pH-responsive hydrogels show great promise for targeted drug delivery, particularly in cancer 

therapy, gastrointestinal treatments, and other applications where specific pH conditions can be 

leveraged to control drug release. 

 

4. pH-Responsive Hydrogels for Targeted Drug Delivery 

Applications: 

pH-responsive hydrogels are particularly useful for controlled drug release in areas where the pH 

varies significantly from normal tissue. Some key applications include:   
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1) Cancer Treatment: These hydrogels can be used to deliver chemotherapy drugs directly to 

tumor sites, which often have a more acidic environment than surrounding healthy tissues.   

2) Gastrointestinal Diseases: pH-responsive hydrogels can target drug delivery to the stomach 

or intestines, where the pH is acidic or alkaline, respectively. This allows for more precise 

treatment of gastrointestinal disorders.   

3) Infectious Diseases: Infections often cause localized changes in pH, and pH-responsive 

hydrogels can target antibiotics to infected tissues, enhancing the therapeutic effect and 

minimizing side effects. 

Examples of pH-Responsive Polymers: 

Several polymers are commonly used to create pH-responsive hydrogels, including:   

1) Poly(acrylic acid) (PAA) 

2) Poly(methacrylic acid) (PMAA)   

3) Poly(ethylene glycol) (PEG) with pH-sensitive linkers 

These polymers can be engineered to respond to specific pH changes in the body, allowing for 

controlled drug release in targeted areas. 

Challenges:  

Despite their potential, pH-responsive hydrogels face a few challenges:   

1) pH Control: Maintaining precise pH levels in vivo can be challenging, especially when 

targeting specific tissues with varying pH.   

2) Hydrogel Stability: Ensuring that the hydrogels remain stable and effective during storage, 

handling, and in the body is a key consideration.   

3) Scalability: Producing these hydrogels at a large scale while maintaining their desirable 

properties can be difficult. 

Ongoing research continues to address these challenges and expand the potential applications of 

pH-responsive hydrogels in targeted drug delivery. 

 

5. Light-Responsive Hydrogels for On-Demand Drug Release 

Light-responsive hydrogels are another innovative type of smart material that react to light 

exposure to trigger drug release. Here's how they work: 

Principle: 

Light-responsive hydrogels are made from special polymers that change their structure or 

swelling behavior when exposed to specific wavelengths or intensities of light. This enables 

precise control over drug release in response to light stimuli, making them ideal for on-demand 

release systems. 

Mechanism: 

When exposed to light of a certain wavelength or intensity, these hydrogels undergo a change in 

their physical or chemical properties—such as swelling or shrinking—that triggers the release of 

the drugs they contain. The response can be fine-tuned to specific light conditions, offering the 

ability to control when and where the drug is released. 
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Light-responsive hydrogels are being explored for a variety of medical applications, including 

localized drug delivery in response to external light sources. The ability to control drug release 

precisely with light opens up exciting possibilities for non-invasive, on-demand therapies. 

 

6. Light-Responsive Hydrogels for On-Demand Drug Release 

Light-responsive hydrogels are a cutting-edge type of smart material that can release drugs when 

exposed to specific light stimuli. Here’s how they work and their potential applications: 

Mechanism: 

1) Light exposure triggers a chemical reaction in the hydrogel, causing it to change its structure 

or swelling behaviour.   

2) This change in structure causes the hydrogel to release the loaded drugs, allowing for 

controlled, on-demand drug delivery. 

Advantages: 

1) On-Demand Delivery: Light-responsive hydrogels can release drugs in response to external 

light cues, providing precise control over when the drug is released. 

2) Spatial Control: Light can be focused on specific areas, enabling targeted delivery of drugs to 

particular tissues or organs.   

3) Temporal Control: The timing of drug release can be carefully controlled by adjusting the 

duration and intensity of light exposure, ensuring drugs are delivered at the right time. 

Applications: 

Light-responsive hydrogels are particularly promising in several medical fields, including:   

1) Cancer Treatment: They can deliver chemotherapy drugs directly to tumor sites, triggered 

by light exposure, minimizing damage to healthy tissues.   

2) Diabetes Management: Light-responsive hydrogels can control the release of insulin, 

responding to light cues for more precise blood sugar regulation.   

3) Neurological Disorders: These hydrogels could be used to target the delivery of neuroactive 

compounds, providing more effective treatments for neurological conditions. 

Examples of Light-Responsive Polymers: 

Several types of polymers are used to create light-responsive hydrogels, including:   

1) Photo-crosslinked hydrogels   

2) Spiropyran-based hydrogels   

3) Azobenzene-based hydrogels 

These materials are engineered to undergo structural changes when exposed to light, enabling 

the controlled release of therapeutic agents. 

Challenges 

While light-responsive hydrogels hold great promise, there are a few challenges to overcome:   

1) Light Penetration: It can be difficult to ensure sufficient light reaches deeper tissues, 

especially in body, where light may be absorbed or scattered before reaching the target area.   

2) Hydrogel Stability: Maintaining the stability and effectiveness of light-responsive hydrogels 

during storage and in biological environments is critical.   
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3) Scalability: Producing these hydrogels at a large scale while preserving their unique 

properties is a significant challenge for broader clinical use. 

Despite these challenges, ongoing research is making great strides in improving light-responsive 

hydrogels, exploring new applications, and driving innovation in the field of controlled drug 

delivery. 

 

7. Enzyme-Responsive Hydrogels for Targeted Therapy 

Enzyme-responsive hydrogels are a type of smart material that can respond to the presence of 

specific enzymes, triggering controlled drug release. Here's a closer look at how they work and 

their potential applications: 

Principle: 

Enzyme-responsive hydrogels are made from polymers that change their structure or swelling 

behavior when exposed to certain enzymes. These enzymes are often overexpressed in diseased 

tissues, such as cancer or infection sites, allowing the hydrogel to release its drug payload 

precisely where it's needed. 

Mechanism:  

1) Enzyme activity triggers a chemical reaction in the hydrogel, causing it to change its swelling 

behavior.   

2) This change in structure leads to the **release of the loaded drug**, enabling targeted 

therapy in response to the enzyme's presence. 

Advantages:  

1) Targeted Therapy: By designing hydrogels that respond to enzymes overexpressed in specific 

diseases (such as cancer or infection), drugs can be released exactly where they are needed, 

improving treatment precision and reducing side effects.   

2) Biocompatibility: These hydrogels are typically made from materials that are biocompatible, 

making them safe for use in the body.   

3) Controlled Release: The release of drugs can be controlled and triggered by the activity of 

specific enzymes, offering a high level of precision in drug delivery. 

Applications: 

Enzyme-responsive hydrogels are particularly useful in a variety of medical applications, 

including:   

1) Cancer Treatment: They can deliver chemotherapy drugs directly to tumor sites, where 

enzymes overexpressed by cancer cells trigger the release of the drug.   

2) Infectious Diseases: These hydrogels can be used to deliver antibiotics to infected tissues, 

where bacterial enzymes activate the release.   

3) Inflammatory Diseases: Enzyme-responsive hydrogels can target and release anti-

inflammatory drugs in response to enzymes involved in inflammatory processes. 

Examples of Enzyme-Responsive Polymers: 

Several types of polymers are used to create enzyme-responsive hydrogels, including:   

1) Peptide-crosslinked hydrogels   
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2) Glycosylated hydrogels   

3) Phosphorylated hydrogels 

These polymers are designed to respond to specific enzymes, making them highly targeted for 

therapeutic purposes. 

Challenges: 

Despite their potential, there are still several challenges to overcome with enzyme-responsive 

hydrogels:   

1) Enzyme Specificity: Ensuring that the hydrogels respond only to the intended enzyme is crucial 

for avoiding unwanted drug release. 

2) Hydrogel Stability: Maintaining the stability of the hydrogels during storage and use, especially 

in complex biological environments, is a key challenge.  

3) Scalability: Producing these hydrogels on a large scale while ensuring consistent quality and 

effectiveness remains a challenge for clinical use. 

Future Directions: 

The field of enzyme-responsive hydrogels is rapidly evolving, with several exciting directions for 

future research:   

1) Combination Therapies: Developing hydrogels that can carry and release multiple drugs or 

therapeutic agents simultaneously for more effective treatments. 

2) Injectable Hydrogels: Creating hydrogels that can be injected minimally invasively, offering 

a more convenient and less invasive method of drug delivery. 

Enzyme-responsive hydrogels offer great promise for targeted, controlled therapy, and ongoing 

research is working to address current challenges while expanding their potential applications in 

medicine. 

 

8. Injectable Hydrogels: Targeted and Minimally Invasive Therapy 

Injectable and implantable hydrogels offer a cutting-edge approach to delivering targeted 

therapies with minimal side effects. These hydrogels are designed to be delivered directly to the 

site of disease or injury, providing a variety of benefits. Here’s how they work: 

Delivery Methods: 

Injectable and implantable hydrogels can be:   

• Injected into tissues or organs through minimally invasive procedures, such as using needles 

or catheters.   

• Implanted surgically or through minimally invasive techniques, depending on the area being 

treated. 

Once in place, these hydrogels can:   

• Release drugs or therapeutics in a controlled manner over time.   

• Provide mechanical support or scaffolding for tissue regeneration, helping to rebuild 

damaged tissues.   

Act as a barrier or sealant, preventing further injury or damage, particularly in cases of trauma or 

surgery. 
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Potential Applications: 

Injectable and implantable hydrogels are being explored for a range of medical applications, 

including:   

1) Cancer Treatment: Delivering chemotherapy drugs directly to tumors, minimizing damage 

to surrounding healthy tissue.   

2) Tissue Engineering: Providing a scaffold for regenerating damaged tissues or organs.   

3) Wound Healing: Releasing growth factors or antibiotics to promote healing and prevent 

infection. 

4) Spinal Cord Injuries: Using hydrogels to support tissue regeneration and protect nerve cells 

in cases of spinal injury. 

Materials and Designs:  

Researchers are exploring various materials and designs to optimize injectable and implantable 

hydrogels, such as:  

• Biodegradable and biocompatible polymers that break down safely in the body.   

• Hydrogel nanoparticles and microparticles for enhanced drug delivery.  

• Biohybrid hydrogels that combine synthetic and biological materials for improved 

functionality. 

• Shape-memory hydrogels, which can change shape in response to external stimuli, 

improving their adaptability and effectiveness. 

The development of injectable and implantable hydrogels is an exciting field, offering the 

potential to transform the treatment of many diseases and injuries. 

 

9. Combination Therapies Using Hydrogels: Enhanced Treatment Efficacy 

Combination therapies involve using hydrogels to deliver multiple drugs or therapeutics at once. 

This approach has the potential to improve treatment outcomes and reduce side effects. Here’s 

how it works: 

Benefits of Combination Therapies  

1) Targeting Multiple Disease Pathways: By delivering a combination of drugs, hydrogels can 

address multiple aspects of a disease at once, leading to more effective treatments.   

2) Reduced Side Effects: Using lower doses of individual drugs within a single hydrogel reduces 

the risk of side effects, as compared to higher doses of a single drug.   

3) Improved Patient Compliance: Combining multiple therapies into a single treatment reduces 

the number of administrations needed, making it easier for patients to stick to their 

treatment plan. 

Potential Applications   

Combination therapies with hydrogels are being explored for:   

1) Cancer Treatment: Co-delivering chemotherapy drugs along with immunotherapies for a 

more comprehensive attack on cancer cells.   

2) Diabetes Management: Delivering both insulin and glucose-lowering agents to better 

regulate blood sugar.   
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3) Wound Healing: Combining growth factors and antibiotics for enhanced tissue regeneration 

and infection prevention.   

4) Neurological Disorders: Co-delivering neuroactive compounds and anti-inflammatory agents 

for more effective treatment of conditions like Alzheimer's or Parkinson's disease. 

 

10. Strategies for Developing Combination Therapies  

Researchers are working on various methods to create these multi-drug delivery systems, 

including:  

• Co-encapsulation of multiple drugs or therapeutics in hydrogel particles for controlled 

release.   

• Layered or multi-compartment hydrogels that release drugs sequentially over time.   

• Hydrogel-based delivery systems with integrated sensing and feedback mechanisms to 

adjust drug release based on real-time conditions. 

• The development of combination therapies using hydrogels has the potential to significantly 

improve the effectiveness of treatments and enhance patient outcomes. 

 

11. Nanoparticle-Hydrogel Hybrids: A New Frontier in Drug Delivery 

Nanoparticle-hydrogel hybrids combine the advantages of both nanoparticles and hydrogels to 

create highly effective drug delivery systems. These hybrids can:   

• Enhance drug loading and release kinetics, improving the amount of drug delivered and how 

quickly it is released.   

• Improve targeting and tissue penetration, allowing drugs to reach specific areas of the body 

more effectively.   

• Provide sustained release of drugs, reducing the need for frequent dosing and minimizing 

toxicity. 

Potential Applications: 

Nanoparticle-hydrogel hybrids are being explored for a variety of medical applications, including:   

1) Cancer Treatment: Using these hybrids to deliver chemotherapy drugs directly to tumors, 

enhancing targeting and reducing side effects.   

2) Gene Therapy: Delivering genetic material such as DNA or RNA into cells more effectively.   

3) Tissue Engineering: Providing scaffolding for tissue growth while delivering growth factors 

to support regeneration.   

4) Vaccine Development: Using these hybrids to deliver antigens and adjuvants for improved 

immune responses. 

Materials and Designs: 

Researchers are investigating several strategies for creating nanoparticle-hydrogel hybrids, such 

as: 

• Nanoparticle-decorated hydrogels, where nanoparticles are embedded or attached to 

hydrogel networks.   
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• Hydrogel-encapsulated nanoparticles, where nanoparticles are enclosed within hydrogel 

matrices.   

• Nanoparticle-hydrogel composite materials that combine the best properties of both.   

• Biohybrid systems that integrate synthetic and biological materials to further enhance 

performance. 

The development of nanoparticle-hydrogel hybrids is an exciting area of research, with the 

potential to revolutionize drug delivery and treatment outcomes across a wide range of medical 

fields.. 

 

III. CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, smart hydrogels have proven to be a transformative technology in controlled drug 

delivery, offering exceptional precision, targeting capabilities, and effectiveness. These versatile 

materials have already shown great promise across a wide range of disease treatments, and their 

potential to revolutionize the way we deliver medications is vast. 

Although there has been significant progress, challenges such as scalability, biocompatibility, and 

regulatory approval still need to be addressed. However, with ongoing research and innovation, many 

of these obstacles are being overcome, and the future of smart hydrogels in drug delivery looks highly 

promising. 

Looking ahead, it is important to keep exploring new designs, mechanisms, and applications for smart 

hydrogels. Collaboration among researchers, healthcare professionals, and industry experts will be 

key in turning these innovations into real-world solutions. Ultimately, smart hydrogels have the 

potential to reshape drug delivery, offering more effective, personalized, and targeted treatments. As 

we continue to push the boundaries of what these materials can do, we open the door to new 

possibilities for improving human health and enhancing quality of life. 
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