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Abstract: Hybrid nanomaterials based on inorganic nanoparticles and polymers are highly interesting
structures since they combine synergistically the advantageous physical-chemical properties of
both inorganic and polymeric components, providing superior functionality to the final material.
These unique properties motivate the intensive study of these materials from a multidisciplinary view
with the aim of finding novel applications in technological and biomedical fields. Choosing a specific
synthetic methodology that allows for control over the surface composition and its architecture,
enables not only the examination of the structure/property relationships, but, more importantly,
the design of more efficient nanodevices for therapy and diagnosis in nanomedicine. The current
review categorizes hybrid nanomaterials into three types of architectures: core-brush, hybrid nanogels,
and core-shell. We focus on the analysis of the synthetic approaches that lead to the formation of each
type of architecture. Furthermore, most recent advances in therapy and diagnosis applications and
some inherent challenges of these materials are herein reviewed.
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1. Introduction

The diverse pathophysiological conditions of diseases lead to a continuous demand for acceptable
pharmacokinetic products and thus, novel therapeutic approaches are required. In recent years,
parallel to the ongoing development of conventional treatment strategies, nanometer-sized structures
in the scale range of 50 to 500 nm [1,2], where this upper limit is still subject of continuous discussion
and updating, have demonstrated their full potential to become the best candidates for innovative
therapeutic and diagnosis approaches. Consequently, the design and synthesis of highly specific smart
nanomaterials have been the main concern of many academic and industrial researchers worldwide.
Therefore, rapid advances are being made in the application of nanotechnology in medicine and
pharmaceutics for a specific diagnostic or therapeutic purpose [3]. The design of functional smart
nanomaterials requires the rational planning of the final product considering its relation between
structure and properties. Choosing the building blocks and combining them into an either ordered
or random architecture using an appropriate synthetic strategy are the essential steps in an efficient
design process. Finally, as the physicochemical properties of the resulting material will modulate
different interactions with the environment, it is indispensable to have a deep knowledge of these
properties to optimize their technological applications and especially biomedical ones.
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In this context, the strategy of nanoarchitectonics for construction of functional materials
looks promising because it deals with well-defined sequential processes and controls in assembling
nano-components on the basis of chemical and physical mechanisms [4]. The concept of nanoarchitectonics
is based on the dynamical development of functional materials by concerted harmonization of various effects
and interactions to accomplish material organization and the stimulation of spontaneous processes [5,6].
This requires various techniques and phenomena including control at atomic or molecular levels,
fabrication based on chemical reactions, structural control based on application of various physical stimuli,
and self-assembly/organization [7]. In this way, the creation of reliable nanomaterials or nanosystems
is possible considering that the main players are not the individual nano-parts but their interactions,
which cause unexpected functionalities to emerge [8]. These new functionalities can be especially valuable
for biomedical applications.

The use of polymeric materials has attracted attention in the development of therapy and diagnosis
devices because they can be designed as multifunctional platforms responsive to the physical and
chemical stimuli of the biological environment, their physical-chemical properties can be adapted through
synthesis, and they can be easily modified to attach different kinds of biomolecules, for example, targeting
molecules, specific proteins or antibodies complementary to receptors highly expressed on the desired
target tissues [9,10]. Synthetic polymers can be obtained with great uniformity, accurate molecular weight,
controlled topology, and precisely selected end groups [11]. Moreover, the combination of polymeric
materials with, for instance, dendrimers [12–14], liposomes [15,16], or inorganic nanoparticles (INPs) such
as silicon dioxide nanoparticles [17], magnetic nanoparticles [18], plasmonic nanoparticles [19], carbon
nanotubes [20], carbon dots [21], fullerene [22] or others, gives hybrid nanomaterials with additional and
extraordinary properties. For the case of INPs, examples of these enhanced properties are the magnetic
behavior obtained by combining magnetic nanoparticles with polymer matrices, or the more reliably
protection of drug cargo displayed by mesoporous silica/polymer nanoparticles compared with purely
organic nanomaterials [23]. Besides, the inorganic phase increases the mechanical strength, and thermal
stability, allows to modulate the refractive index, and favors the rheological properties of the final material,
depending on its shapes and sizes [2].

Some kinds of INPs can undergo aggregation when they are directly exposed to the biological
system [24,25]. By coating them with appropriate polymers, the colloidal stability of the nanodevices
can be increased, the activation of the immune system can be avoided, cytotoxicity can be reduced
and circulation time in the blood stream can be prolonged [24,26,27]. Therefore, some polymer
coatings such as polyethylene glycol (PEG) improve the biocompatibility and solubility of the inorganic
nanosystems [1,28]. Thus, organic–inorganic hybrid nanomaterials are the focus of many investigations
because they combine synergistically the advantageous physical-chemical properties of both the
inorganic and polymeric component [2,29].

For the design of nanostructures with novel functionalities, the prediction of structure/property
relationships from a multidisciplinary approach is essential [30]. The management and control of the
structure/property relationship would give the basis not only of the advantageous properties but also
of the limiting factors of these materials in biomedical applications. The interaction of these materials
with biological systems is highly sophisticated and dependent on their structure and functional
organization in the nanoscale. Therefore, before this can become a clinical reality, the applications of
nanoparticles must be carefully evaluated [31,32].

Some of the main requirements that nanoparticles must fulfill for their use in medical applications
are low cytotoxicity and high biocompatibility, a good colloidal stability in physiological conditions,
resistance to chemical degradation, improved blood circulation time, reduction of the non-specific
distribution through the incorporation of targeting moieties, easy and controlled loading of therapeutic
agents, and efficient release of the cargo inside cells [33–35]. In this way, the targeted drug delivery is
one of the most intensively explored areas of research, since the targeted therapies can dramatically
improve the therapeutic efficacy of classical treatments by using specific ligands such as monoclonal
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antibodies, lectins, peptides, hormones, vitamins, nucleotides or drugs in order to increase doses at the
disease site and reduce side effects [3,33].

One of the most common approaches used for the synthesis of this kind of hybrid nanomaterial is
based on the physical adsorption of the polymer onto the surface of the INPs [3]. On the other hand, hybrid
materials with covalent interactions between the polymer and the INP can be achieved by “grafting-to”,
“grafting-from” or “grafting-through” approaches (Figure 1). Specifically, these last three synthetic pathways
are more laborious than simple physical adsorption but allow a better control of the chemical modification,
mainly when specific molecules or functional groups and size distribution are required.

Besides, covalent grafting seems to be safer for medical applications because it does not exhibit the
risk of desorption of the inorganic nanoparticle in the physiological environment [36]. Firstly, “grafting-to”
consists in synthetizing nanoparticles and polymers individually and connecting them; the end
functionalized polymer reacts with reactive sites on the nanoparticle’s surface [37,38]. In the “grafting-from”
method, the polymer chains grow in situ from an initiator that has been previously anchored to the
nanoparticle’ surface [37,39,40]. Finally, in the “grafting-through” approach, the polymerizable groups are
anchored onto the surface of nanoparticles. Then, the polymerization is started in the solution that contains
initiator, monomers, and modified NPs, which act as crosslinker agent. Therefore, copolymerization of both
monomers takes place and the inorganic phase is incorporated inside polymer chains [37,38].

Figure 1. Strategies of polymer grafting: (a) grafting to, (b) grafting from and (c) grafting through.
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This updated review focuses on those hybrid nanostructures that present core-brush (Figure 2a),
hybrid nanogel (Figure 2b) and core-shell (Figure 2c) architectures, because we believe that they have
the greatest potential for application in therapy and diagnosis for nanomedicine. In the first type,
core-brush architecture, independent polymeric chains with controlled chain length are tethered to
the surface of INPs. In hybrid nanogels, INPs are incorporated, physical or covalently, inside of
a crosslinked polymer matrix. In the third type, core-shell architecture, a compact polymeric shell is
bonded to the surface of INPs.

Figure 2. Different architectures of hybrid nanomaterials: (a) core-brush, (b) hybrid nanogel,
and (c) core-shell.

The content of this review is divided between the above described nano-architectures. First, we will
analyze the synthetic routes that lead to the formation of each architecture and the strategies for the
control of structural parameters in each case. Subsequently, we will highlight examples of recent research
that illustrate their potential in therapy and diagnosis applications from the controlled release of drugs to
diagnostic imaging techniques. We will analyze those properties directly associated with the architecture and
discuss about structure/properties relationships to achieve a better understanding of these hybrid materials.
Emphasis will be placed on several representative types of INPs with biomedical applications, such as
magnetic nanoparticles (MNPs) as magnetite and maghemite nanoparticles (Fe3O4NPs and Fe2O3NPs,
respectively), silica nanoparticles (SiO2NPs), mesoporous silica nanoparticles (MSNPs), gold nanoparticles
(AuNPs), and carbon nanoparticles (CNPs).

2. Core-Brush Nanoparticles

Nanostructures consisting in an inorganic core and polymer brushes are one of the most studied
conformations among hybrid nanomaterials. The term “polymer brush” is used to denote the extended
conformation of individual not crosslinked polymer chains directly attached by one chain-end to
a solid support when grafted at a sufficiently high density [41–43] (Figure 2a). These polymeric chains
help to stabilize INPs dispersions and allow one to modulate the physicochemical properties of the
final nanostructure to synthetize materials with new functionalities [44]. For biological applications,
covalent brush-shells seem to be the best choice compared to physically grafted systems, due to the
risks of desorption with this latter method [36].

Covalent binding of the polymer chains can be achieved via a “grafting-from” or “grafting-to”
method, which were explained above. The “grafting-from” approach for the synthesis of core-brush
nanostructures consists in surface-initiated reversible-deactivation radical polymerization (SI-RDRP).
Reversible-deactivation radical polymerization means that the propagating radicals are deactivated
reversibly and, consequently, the equilibrium between the remaining active radicals and dormant
species is established [45]. In SI-RDRP, all polymer chains are grown simultaneously and directly
attached to the surface, resulting in high grafting densities with precise control over the structural
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parameters of the tethered polymer chains as polymer architecture, composition, molecular weight,
and brush thickness, etc. [43]. In addition, SI-RDRP can be applied to a wide range of monomers
and substrates.

Otherwise, synthetic routes that involve the covalent link of end-functionalized polymer chains
to a reactive surface are considered to be “grafting-to” approach for core-brush nanostructures.
Within this approach, condensation and “click” chemistry reactions are the most used. Condensation
reactions are those in which two molecules react to form the addition product and a small molecule
like water. “Click” chemistry reactions correspond to an efficient and selective type of reactions.
Among them, the most employed have been the Cu(I)-catalyzed and orthogonal strain-promoted
azide–alkyne cycloaddition, the Diels–Alder cycloaddition, the azide–nitrile cycloaddition, and the
thiol-ene reaction [46–52].

2.1. Grafting-from Approaches for the Synthesis of Core-Brush Nanoparticles

One of the approaches for the synthesis of inorganic–organic core-brush morphologies is
grafting-from, where the formation of polymer brushes is produced from the surface of inorganic
particles. SI-RDRP has proven to be the most powerful tool to prepare core-brush inorganic-polymeric
nanomaterials. In this review, we will discuss the most used strategies for core-brush synthesis,
which are surface-initiated atom transfer radical polymerization (SI-ATRP) and surface-initiated
reversible addition–fragmentation chain transfer polymerization (SI-RAFT), to show the main features
of core-brush grafted-from systems. A complete review of the synthetic routes employed for
grafting-from polymer brushes was recently presented by Giussi et al. [53].

2.1.1. Atom Transfer Radical Polymerization (ATRP)

ATRP is a robust and powerful technique for grafting anchored polymer brushes which allows
one to evenly and precisely control the chemistry of the injection, size, functionalities, and architecture
of the polymers as well as to reach the uniform growth of all the chains [54,55]. The mechanism by
which the polymerization is produced by ATRP is schematized in Figure 3.

Figure 3. Scheme of atom transfer radical polymerization (ATRP) equilibrium. Reprinted with
permission from ref. [56]. © 2012, Wiley Online Library.

ATRP is controlled by equilibrium between propagating radicals and dormant species,
predominately in the form of initiating alkyl halides/macromolecular species (R-X) [54,56].
The radicals, or the active species, are generated through a reversible redox process catalyzed
by a transition metal complex Mt

n-Y/L, whereby Mt
n represents the kind of a transition

metal with oxidation state n, L is the ligand and Y may be another ligand, which undergoes
a one-electron oxidation with concomitant abstraction of the halogen atom, X, from a dormant species,
R-X (alkyl halide) [11,57]. Therefore, radicals that have an intermittent growth (R•) and a deactivating
agent that is the transition metal complex in its highest oxidation state (X-Mt

n+1-Y/L) are produced [54].
The propagation occurs by the addition of the radical species to the monomer with a constant of
propagation (kp), similarly to conventional radical polymerization [57]. The deactivating agent reacts
with the radical to re-form the dormant species and the activator [57,58]. The chain growth continues
until the terminal propagating radical reduces metallic oxidized species. Therefore, the mechanism is
controlled by a balance between the radicals that spread and the dormant species in which the halides
of alkyl (R-X) that initiate the radical species are the predominant species.
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ATRP can be mediated by many redox-active transition-metal complexes among which the redox
couple Cu(I)/L and X-Cu(II)/L is the most frequently used. The rate of ATRP depends on several
factors as the rate constant of propagation, the concentrations of monomer and growing radicals,
the nature of the ligand and monomer/dormant species and reaction conditions, etc. [54].

SI-ATRP is the predominant SI-RDRP method used for the synthesis of polymer brushes onto
the surface of INPs through the grafting-from approach [59]. Typically, in SI-ATRP, an ATRP initiator
is tethered onto the surface prior to polymerization. Then, since the chains grow from the surface,
the rate of propagation could be limited due to the need for diffusion of the monomer to the chain
ends, which affects the polymerization kinetics [59].

Silane chemistry has been applied to metal oxide surfaces to promote surface-polymer
adhesions [60]. Thus, for Fe3O4NPs and SiO2NPs, a silane with a halogen terminal group can be
used as an ATRP initiator. These molecules can be covalently attached to the nanoparticle surface by
a silanization reaction, which means the reaction between the surface accessible hydroxyl groups on
the INP and a silyl-anchoring group. The most used halogen-ended silanization agents for SI-ATRP
are shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Most used halogen-ended silanization agents for SI-ATRP.

Silanization Agent Ref.

3-(dimethylethoxysilyl)propyl-2-bromoisobutyrate [61]
[11-(2-bromo-2-methyl)-propionyloxy]undecyltrichlorosilane [62,63]
2-bromo-2-methyl-N-(3-(triethoxysilyl)propyl)propanamide [64]
[3-(2-bromo-2-methyl)propionyloxylpropyl]trimethoxysilane [65]

[(2-bromo-2-methyl)-propionyloxyhexyl]triethoxysilane [66]
[(p-chloromethyl)phenyl]trimethoxy-silane [67]

Another approach consists in linking 3-aminopropyltriethoxysilane (APTES) and then,
through a condensation reaction, obtaining a stable and tethered ATRP initiator. As an example,
this reaction was performed using 3-chloropropionic acid [60,68], 2-bromoisobutyryl bromide [69,70],
2-bromo-2-methylpropionyl bromide [71], bromoacetyl bromide [72], among others. 3-chloropropionic
acid was also introduced through a ligand exchange with the oleic acid on the surface of the pristine
nanoparticles [73]. A different route to attach an ATRP initiator to the substrate is to modify the surface
with 3-(trimethoxysilyl)propyl methacrylate (MPS) in order to introduce a vinyl group for further
polymerization with a halogen-ended vinyl monomer, as 4-vinylbenzyl chloride, to finally achieve
an ATRP initiator shell onto the INPs [74].

SI-ATRP has been applied and allow one to have precise control over the particle brush architecture
(grafting density, molecular weight, molecular weight distribution, connectivity, and composition) with
monomers as diverse as hydrophilic methacrylate monomers (2-(N-morpholino)-ethyl methacrylate [61],
oligo(ethylene glycol) methacrylate [61], 2-sulfoethyl methacrylate [61], hydroxyethyl methacrylate [61],
glycidyl methacrylate [61], styrene [64], (ethylene glycol) methacrylate and methyl methacrylate [60],
(methacrylic acid) and tert-butylmetharylate [75], itaconic acid and poly(ethylene glycol)methyl acrylate [76],
glycidyl methacrylate [72], N-isopropylacrylamide [77], etc.

Smart Hybrid Core-Brush Nanomaterials by ATRP

Monomers confer the physicochemical properties to the polymer matrix. Indeed, some monomers
can introduce a smart behavior in response to external stimuli. When an external stimulus is applied to
smart polymers, a change in their properties takes place, for instance, a change in conformation, in solubility,
alteration of the hydrophilic/hydrophobic balance or release of a bioactive molecule (e.g., drug molecule).
This also includes a combination of several responses at the same time. The most important stimuli are pH,
temperature, ionic strength, light, and redox potential [19,20].



Polymers 2018, 10, 527 7 of 34

Thermo-responsive polymers are some of the most widely investigated smart polymers because
of their potential biomedical applications and easiness to control the stimulus [78]. Thermo-responsive
polymer brushes can modulate the catalytic activity of enzymes. Marten et al. [67] produced
the covalent immobilization of porcine pancreas trypsin within the thermo-responsive brushes
grafted-Fe3O4MNPs. The catalytic activity of trypsin was strongly increased when the particles
were heated across the transition temperature of the polymer shell, an effect that was attributed to the
shell shrinkage.

Other highly important smart materials that were also synthetized by SI-ATRP are the pH-sensitive
materials. The application and development of pH-responsive systems has been extensively studied for
stimuli-responsive drug delivery. For instance, poly(2-(diethylamino)ethyl methacrylate) (PDEAEMA)
brushes can act as a good gatekeeper of MSNPs to control access to the pores via a pH-dependent
open-close mechanism. Thus, this core-brush system allows a well-controlled release of rhodamine B
(RhB) from the mesopores through adjusting pH of the solution [71].

Dually responsive core-brush systems as thermo and pH responsive are also challenging from
the synthetic point of view. As an example, thermo and pH dual-responsive core-brush systems
developed by ATRP were the Janus structures synthetized by Isojima et al. [79]. The nanodevice
consists of Fe3O4MNPs coated uniformly with a pH-dependent and temperature-independent polymer
(poly(acrylic acid), PAA) shell that was functionalized further by the asymmetric attachment of a second
polymer to one side of the surface coating. The second polymer used was either pH-independent
polystyrene sodium sulfonate or temperature-dependent poly(N-isopropylacrylamide) (PNIPAM).
In addition, Wu et al. [65] reported the synthesis of well-defined thermo and pH dual-responsive
poly(N-isopropylacrylamide)-b-poly(4-vinylpyridine)-grafted silica nanoparticles (SiO2NPs-g-PNIPAM-b-
P4VP). In this study, swelling of the diblock copolymer chains due to change in pH was observed
whereas this behavior was not observed while varying the temperature of the environment. However,
the hydrophilic-hydrophobic phase transition of the inner PNIPAM block was probed by in situ
variable-temperature 1H NMR spectroscopy. The authors proposed that the shrinkage of the inner
thermo-responsive PNIPAM chains was compensated by the stretching of the flexible outer protonated
P4VP chains. These results show that the combination of a pH-responsive with a thermo-responsive
polymer can further alter the hydrophilic/hydrophobic balance. Other dually responsive core-brush
nanocarriers with pH-dependent and temperature-sensitive release characteristics are the smart theranostic
nanoparticles recently synthetized by Yar et al. [80]. In this study, no cytotoxic superparamagnetic iron oxide
nanoparticles (SPIONs) coated with PNIPAM by SI-ATRP demonstrated an excellent doxorubicin (DOX)
loading efficiency (96 wt % in PBS buffer), which is highly desirable for a drug delivery vehicle (Figure 4).
The DOX release studies revealed pH and temperature-dependence, which were not reported for PNIPAM
before. Lastly, these nanoparticles could generate contrast in magnetic resonance imaging (MRI), acting as
a potential SPION-based contrast agent. This MRI modality combined with the dually responsive controlled
drug release behavior makes these nanoparticles valuable theranostic candidates.

Jiang et al. [70] developed a temperature and pH-responsive boronate affinity material for
effective separation of glycoproteins composed of silica cores and flexible polymer brushes, denoted as
SiO2NPs@poly(NIPAM-co-GMA)@APBA, where GMA means glycidyl methacrylate and APBA means
3-(2-azidoacetyl-amino)phenylboronic acid (Figure 5). Boronic acid ligand-functionalized materials
have shown great potential for selective recognition, immobilization, and enrichment of biomolecules
containing a cis-diol structure, for example, glycoproteins. The capture/release process could be
easily controlled by switching the pH value as in mildly basic aqueous media. Boronic acids could
covalently bind the cis-diol moiety to generate cyclic esters, while under acidic conditions the boronate
ester bond could be hydrolyzed. SiO2NPs@poly(NIPAM-co-GMA) were synthetized by SI-ATRP and
then azide-functionalized APBA was introduced into the polymer brushes through a Cu(I)-catalyzed
azide-alkyne cycloaddition (CuAAC) “click” reaction. The resulting nanohybrid exhibited excellent
specificity and affinity towards glycoproteins because of the high density of boronic acid ligands on the
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polymer brushes. Moreover, glycoprotein binding on the nanohybrid could be controlled by varying
the pH of the binding buffer.

Figure 4. Scheme of SPION-PNIPAM nanoparticles by ATRP. Reprinted with permission from ref. [80].
© 2018, Royal Society of Chemistry.

Figure 5. Scheme of the synthesis of SiO2NPs@poly(NIPAM-co-GMA)@APBA particles by combining
SI-ATRP with the CuAAC “click” reaction. Reprinted with permission from ref. [70].
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Polymer brushes improve INPs stability, biocompatibility, and toxicity in physiological
medium [3]. For instance, a recent study showed that poly((ethylene glycol) methacrylate-b-methyl
methacrylate) P(PEGMA-b-MMA) block copolymers graft on SPIONs had higher ability for
resisting proteins than that of uncoated Fe3O4NPs [60]. P(PEGMA) brush was also reported to
prevent recognition by macrophages and therefore increased the in vivo circulation time of the
hybrid materials [81]. Cytotoxicity of P(PEGMA)-grafted Fe3O4NPs core-brush nanoparticles with
well-controlled properties was evaluated in macrophage cells and 3T3 fibroblasts [73]. No significant
cytotoxicity was observed. A MRI of these nanoparticles in water confirmed its contrast enhancement
effect in T2-weighted sequences so that P(PEGMA)-grafted nanoparticles may be a good candidate as
a T2-contrast agent [73].

Also, core-brush systems with bifunctional nanoparticles with magnetism and fluorescence are
of particular importance because of their broad range of potential applications, especially in vitro
and in vivo bioimaging, biological labeling, and biomedicine. Lu et al. [68] produced water-soluble
P(PEGMA)-grafted Fe3O4NPs to which fluorescein isothiocyanate (FITC) was covalently attached,
obtaining both fluorescent imaging and a MRI probe (Figure 6). In this case, these nanostructures,
referred to as FITC-MNPs, also presented low cytotoxic effect in 3T3 fibroblasts. The uptake of the
FITC-MNPs by macrophage cells was found similar to the P(PEGMA)-MNPs, which indicated the
good biocompatibility of the P(PEGMA) chains on the FITC-MNP surface was little influenced by
further introducing FITC groups. The FITC-MNPs can be efficiently up taken by breast cancer cells,
which might be due to the high stability of the P(PEGMA) chains in the cell membranes. Their optical
and magnetic properties, biocompatibility, cytotoxicity, and cellular imaging make them excellent
candidates for multi-bioapplications.

Figure 6. Scheme of the synthetic route of well-dispersed bifunctional nanoparticles (FITC-MNPs).
Reprinted with permission from ref. [68]. © 2012, Royal Society of Chemistry.

Another case of fluorescent/magnetic nanoparticles is the hybrid nanodevice based on
an iron oxide core, fluorescent dye-sensitized silica shell fluorescein isothiocyanate (DySiO2-FITC),
and P(PEGMA) brushes [74]. The Fe3O4NPs/DySiO2-g-P(PEGMA) nanoparticles have undergone
more extensive endocytosis by the 3T3 fibroblasts than the pristine Fe3O4NPs/DySiO2 core-shell
nanoparticles without the grafted of P(PEGMA) brushes, showing their improved biocompatibility.

Fluorescent/magnetic nanoparticles were also obtained by grafting a fluorescent monomer
9-(4-vinylbenzyl)-9H-carbazole from MNPs via iron(III)-mediated ATRP with activators generated by
electron transfer (AGET ATRP) [69]. Well-dispersed bifunctional nanoparticles (Fe3O4NPs@PVBK

b-P(PEGMA)) in water were obtained via consecutive AGET ATRP of hydrophilic monomer
P(PEGMA). Once more, P(PEGMA) polymer chains improve the nanoparticles’ stability in water.
The Fe3O4NPs@PVBK-b-P(PEGMA nanoparticles showed an effective imaging ability by enhancing
the negative contrast in MRI.
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Recently, numerous multi-responsive drug delivery nanocarriers have been designed to
improve the therapeutic efficacy and minimize collateral effects. These nanocarriers are better
candidates for controlling the drug delivery and release process in the complicated blood circulation
and pathological environment compared with single-stimulus-responsive nanocarriers. Besides,
more efficient effect is expected against tumor cells. An efficient drug nanocarrier with pH, reduction,
and light triple-responsive drug release capability based on hollow MSNPs coated with PDEAEMA,
was produced by Zhang et al. via SI-ATRP [82]. High loading capacity of DOX and quick release were
obtained. Results have shown that the nanocarriers were efficiently internalized by HeLa cancer cells
and presented enhanced release of DOX into the cytoplasm under external UV light irradiation [82].

In addition, core-brush nanostructures can also be functionalized to perform “active targeting”
against tumors. “Active targeting” refers to specific interactions between a drug carrier and the
target cells, usually through specific ligand-receptor interactions [1]. Folic acid, for example, has been
recognized as a highly selective and effective ligand for the active targeting of cancer cells, because
the folate receptor is normally overexpressed only on cancer cells, and restricted in normal tissues.
Huang et al. [81] used SI-ATRP to graft SPIONs with P(GMA-co-PEGMA). Then the GMA groups
were conjugated to the folic acid, via “click” chemistry in order to develop a nanostructure with the
ability of performing the specific targeting and detection of tumor cells in bioimaging, biodetection,
and other in vivo medical applications.

Metal-Free ATRP Approaches

SI-ATRP allows one to control the film thickness, graft density, and chain length with low
polydispersity. Moreover, ATRP is known to be versatile and easy to perform (mild conditions) [36].
However, one of the strongest disadvantages of ATRP is the use of metal catalysts, which presumes
a limitation for biomedical applications [36]. Recently, several ATRP techniques using reduced or
null catalyst complex concentrations have emerged, opening new possibilities for the synthesis of
polymeric materials for therapy and diagnosis. As an example, enzymatic polymerization was
presented as a green biocatalytic approach without toxic residues in polymers after reaction and,
hence, with great potential in the production of materials for food processing and biomedical
applications. Recently, Zhou et al. [23] employed peroxidase mimetic catalytic ATRP to synthetize
poly(N,N-dimethylaminoethyl methacrylate) (PDMAEMA) brushes-grafted MSNPs in a facile and
highly efficient manner. The release of rhodamine 6G (Rh6G) out of MSNPs was studied at
different pH. In acidic environments, the electrostatic repulsion caused by the positively charged
tertiary ammonium of PDMAEMA induced the stretching out of polymer brushes on MSNP
surfaces, which allowed the diffusion of Rh6G out of the mesopores of MSNPs. Otherwise,
surface-initiated electrochemically mediated atom transfer radical polymerization has been used
recently by Matyjaszewski´s group [44]. Well-defined dense block copolymer brushes with the
desired composition from SiO2NPs were prepared under constant potential electrolysis conditions.
Results show that the rate of polymerization could be enhanced by applying more negative potentials,
which resulted in an increase in grafting density.

2.1.2. Reversible Addition–Fragmentation Chain Transfer (RAFT)

RAFT polymerization is another reversible-deactivation radical polymerization. To achieve its
deactivation−activation equilibrium, a chain transfer agent (CTA) is employed. Transfer agents for
addition–fragmentation mechanism are unsaturated compounds of general structure Z-C(X)-A-R.
The double bond C=X is reactive towards radical addition [83]. X can be either CH2 or S and Z is a group
that confers the transfer agent with an appropriate reactivity towards propagating radicals. The intermediate
radicals are also stabilized by Z group [83]. R is a homolytic leaving group to form R•, which should be
able to efficiently re-initiate polymerization [83].

As ATRP, an external initiator is also required for RAFT mechanism (Figure 7), with initiation
proceeding as in conventional radical polymerization. Therefore, the initiator decomposes to form
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two fragments (Init•) that react with a single monomer molecule to produce a propagating polymeric
radical, denoted Pn• [84]. The propagating radical Pn• adds to the CTA (thiocarbonylthio compound)
(1) to form the radical intermediate (2), which subsequently fragments to give another thiocarbonylthio
group (3) and a new radical (R•) (4) [84]. The radical (R•) may then react with the newly formed
thiocarbonyl group or reinitiate polymerization by reacting with monomer to form a new propagating
radical (Pm•) [84].

The present radicals are “shared” among all species that have not yet undergone termination
(Pn• and S=C(Z)S-Pn) and the main equilibrium of activation−deactivation is established by
degenerative chain transfer between propagating (Pm or Pn) and dormant chains (3/6) [84]. Given the
fast initialization and a rapid equilibrium between active radical-containing chains and dormant
thiocarbonylthio-containing chains, an equal opportunity for growth is provided, which leads to
polymers with narrow molecular weight distributions [84,85]. Chains in their active form react
via bi-radical termination to form chains that cannot grow further.

Figure 7. Mechanism of reversible addition–fragmentation chain Transfer (RAFT) polymerization.
Reprinted with permission from ref. [84]. © 2015, American Chemical Society.

In SI-ATRP, as the initiator is anchored to the surface, the polymer chains are also tethered to
the surface. However in SI-RAFT polymerization, since the initiator is a separate moiety from the
CTA, grafted polymeric chains can be obtained either by tethering the initiator or the CTA agent to
the substrate, and in the latter case, either the Z-group [86] or the R-group [87–89] of the RAFT agent
can be used as an anchor. In the first approach, the initiator is attached to the solid surface and CTA
RAFT agent is in the solution in order to achieve the production of radicals directly at the surface
and at the CTA RAFT agent. On the contrary, when the CTA agent is tethered to the NPs surface the
polymerization is initiated by a free initiator in solution [90].

When the CTA RAFT agent is fixed to the surface through its stabilizing Z-group, CTA RAFT
agent will be tied to the solid surface during the whole polymerization and located close to the surface,
so the chain growth is discouraged because of sterical hindrance. Otherwise, if the reinitiating R-group
is the attached group, the CTA RAFT agent will depart from the surface during polymerization and
consequently, the sterical hindrance is lower compared with Z-group approach. Therefore, even though
both types of CTA attachment approaches results in well-defined grafted polymers with monomodal
molecular weight distributions, Z-group results in higher grafting density and molecular weights
than those obtained in R-group [91,92]. Z-group approach is sometimes described as a grafting-to
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approach rather than the typical grafting-from approach because the propagating polymeric chain
needs to diffuse to the surface of the particle to undergo degenerative transfer [41,90].

Like ATRP, RAFT also leads to good control over the molecular weight of the graft polymer giving
hybrid particles with high uniformity and high dispersibility [93]. Silane coupling agents having
RAFT moiety can be easily attached to INPs as silica and magnetite [93,94]. SI-RAFT polymerization
can also employ different monomers like styrene and methyl acrylate [95]; methyl methacrylate and
N-butyl acrylate [93]; 4-vinylpyridine [87]; and N-isopropylacrylamide [88], etc.

Smart Hybrid Core-Brush Nanomaterials by RAFT

Smart and multifunctional nanostructures can also be synthetized by RAFT approach. Water-soluble
trifunctional hybrid NPs with thermo, magnetic, and fluorescent-behavior, Fe3O4@SiO2-PNIPAM,
were prepared by Li et al. [88] via SI-RAFT polymerization, using fluorescent RAFT agent-functionalized
magnetic silica NPs as the CTA and NIPAM as the monomer. The fluorescent RAFT agent,
benzyl 9H-carbazole-9-carbodithioate, was synthesized on the surface of Fe3O4@SiO2NPs. This RAFT
agent has a carbazole group as the Z group and benzyl group tethered on Fe3O4@SiO2NPs that was used as
the R group in order to grow the thermo-responsive PNIPAM chains from the NPs (Figure 8). Furthermore,
the imaging ability of this core-brush system was tested confirming an effective enhancement of the negative
contrast in MRI.

Figure 8. Synthetic route of thermo-responsive Fe3O4@SiO2NPs. Reprinted with permission from
ref. [88]. © 2011, Royal Society of Chemistry.

Jiao et al. [96] demonstrated the importance of CTA coverage on the kinetics of RAFT polymerization.
In this study, the polymerization of styrene with CTA-functionalized Fe3O4NPs in the presence of free CTAs
was performed. At a high grafting density of RAFT agent (1.95 RAFT agents/nm2), surface-initiated chains
grew longer than the coexisting free chains in solution. These results may indicate free CTAs did not
play a role in the chain transfer exchange on the particles and the grafted chains grew as in free radical
polymerization, which yielded polymeric chains with a higher molecular weight than the free chains in
solution. Thus, radical transfer and exchange reactions were inefficient between grafts and free polymer
and converted the SI-RAFT mechanism to a free radical polymerization.

Brushes onto SiO2NPs can be also synthetized by SI-RAFT. The synthesis of monodisperse
particles with a silica core and a P(4-vinylbenzyl chloride-co-pyren-1-ylmethyl acrylate) (VBC-co-PyAc)
shell using thermally autoinitiated RAFT polymerization was described by Moraes et al. [97]. In this
case, the incorporation of a co-monomer (PyAc) in the SI-RAFT polymerization resulted in fluorescent
particles, which were further modified with triethylamine to obtain positively charged hydrophilic
particles. The resulting NPs were capable of being taken up into the endosome of human colon cancer
cells because of their interaction with the negatively charged cell membrane. The stability in the
media and the persistence of the fluorescence indicated the suitability of the particles for imaging
the cells in vitro using confocal microscopy. Poly(acrylic acid) brushes grafted from the surface of
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SiO2NPs@PAAs by SI-RAFT resulted in good candidates for ultra-high streptavidin immobilization by
virtue of its rich carboxyl groups and spherical brush structure [89].

2.2. Grafting-to Approaches for the Synthesis of Core-Brush Nanoparticles

Another strategy to obtain core-brush nano-architectures is first the synthesis of the polymer and
then the linkage to the surface of the INP via grafting-to approach [38]. Currently, there are several
reports of the synthesis of core-brush nanostructures by this approach.

Polymer chains can be synthetized using mainly ATRP [98], RAFT [99], ring-opening
polymerization [100,101], among others. After polymerization, the polymer chains are covalently linked to
the INP. For this purpose, the variety of reactions that can be used so far is very extensive. As an example,
NIPAM can be polymerized via ATRP and then by subsequent amidation of acid-terminated polymers with
6-nitrodopamine yielded the polymeric dispersants that were grafted by ligand exchange onto oleic acid
coated MNPs [102]. In the grafting-to approach, natural polymers can also be used. Popat et al. produced
a chitosan coating on MSNPs via the phosphoramidate covalent bonding between phosphonate groups on
the surface of the MSNPs and amino groups of chitosan [103].

Regarding AuNPs, polymer chains can be covalently anchored to the surface by means
of gold-thiolate linkage. This strategy is mostly used in the synthesis of gold-core-brush NPs.
For example, a disulphide bond in the middle of the polymer chain can be achieved performing
ATRP with a disulphide initiator. Using this approach, thermo-responsive polymers (PNIPAM
and a P(NIPAM-co-acrylamide) copolymer) were anchored to gold nanocages for controlled release
with near-infrared light [104]. PNIPAM grafted to AuNPs can be also achieved by the synthesis
of PNIPAM by RAFT polymerization using 2-(dodecylthiocarbonothioylthio)-2-methylpropionic acid
as the transfer agent. Therefore, the resultant thiol moieties can be used to graft the polymer onto the
surface of AuNPs [105].

The synthesis of nanoparticles decorated with PEG chains has been widely used for the
incorporation of anticancer drugs, among them, DOX. To achieve this goal, polyethylene glycol
has been modified chemically by different approaches. For instance, MNPs can be modified with
a polymeric layer based on PEG-COOH due to the interaction between the hydroxyl groups in the
surface of the MNP and the acid group. In this sense, Guarda et al. [106] reported a one-pot synthesis
of water-soluble iron oxide nanocrystals where they coated the NPs with gallic acid-PEG via in situ
ligand exchange. The nanocrystals showed higher values of specific absorption rate demonstrating
the potential of the devices as nano-heaters for hyperthermia treatment. Likewise, MNPs coated
with a layer composed of PEG/polyethyleneimine/polysorbate 80 were reported. The PEG oxidized
during the synthesis of the MNPs results in PEG-COOH that could interact with the surface of the
NPs. DOX was successfully incorporated. In vivo studies showed that these nanoparticles completely
suppressed glioma growth after 28 days from the time of treatment due to the combined effect of the
alternating magnetic field and DOX [107,108]. Also, MSNPs can be PEGylated on the outer surface
via a mercapto-reactive maleimide-PEG linker. In this case, the inner surface of the MSNPs was
modified with aza-dibenzocy-clooctyne derivatives to enable copper-free “click” chemistry reactions
for the conjugation of azide-terminated cargos [109]. Another example is the PEGylation of AuNPs
via grafting-to approach, which can be performed using thiolated PEG molecules [110]. Using this
synthetic route, Urries et al. [111] have synthesized PEGylated magneto plasmonic NPs with a hollow
or semi-hollow interior. For this purpose, amino functionalized silica-magnetic core-shell NPs were
synthesized and then, AuNPs were attached to the amino groups located on the surface to grow
a continuous gold shell. Finally, NPs were decorated with PEG-SH moieties and to obtain the hollow
interior, selective silica etching was carried out. This hollow interior structure allows the incorporation
of drugs or other interesting molecules. The resulting NPs maintain the magnetic and optical properties
of the original core SPIONs and Au shells, respectively. Therefore, these NPs has potential as
a theranostic platform, combining two therapeutic possibilities (drug delivery and NIR hyperthermia)
and imaging capabilities in MRI applications. In addition, Sun et al. [112] synthetized highly dispersed
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ultrafine PEG-ylated MNPs. First, the surface of MNPs surface was modified with APTES to form
amine-terminated nanoparticles. Then, NPs were grafted with PEG by introducing PEG-diacid into
the reaction mixture where the amine-terminated MNPs reacted with PEG-diacid to form carboxylic
acid-terminated PEG on the MNPs. Another synthetic step was performed in order to provide amine
terminal groups on the PEG chain which enabled MNP/PEG conjugation with chlorotoxin (model
targeting agent) and Cy5.5 (a near-infrared fluorescent dye). Finally, the tumor-targeting ability and
multifunctionality of these PEG-ylated iron oxide NPs were evaluated for both MR and optical imaging
in vitro and in vivo.

Among other techniques, “click” chemistry has been widely used in core-brush nanoparticle
synthesis [47]. For example, polystyrene and poly(4-vinylpyridine) were grafted to SiO2NPs
via Cu(I)-catalyzed azide-alkyne Huisgen cycloaddition (CuAAC). To achieve this, azide-terminated
polystyrene and poly(4-vinylpyridine) were synthesized and then the polymers were anchored onto
alkyne-modified SiO2NPs by CuAAC [113]. Magnetic core-brush nanoparticles were also synthetized
by “click” chemistry [114–119]. Tudisco et al. [114] reported MNPs that were surface modified with
phosphate containing alkyne terminals for subsequent covalent binding via “click” chemistry of PEG
chains and Tiiii receptors (Figure 9). These systems can load different bioactive molecules such as
procarbazine hydrochloride (antitumor drug) and epinephrine hydrochloride (neurotransmitter) and
release them as free bases. In addition, the cytotoxicity test showed that the core-brush NPs could be
employed in the field of medicine due to the presence of the PEG chains.

Figure 9. (a) Reaction steps for the preparation of functionalized-MNPs. (b) Structure of Tiiii receptors,
phosphonic acid grafting agent, and the drugs used in their complexed Reprinted with permission
from ref. [114]. © 2013, Royal Society of Chemistry.

Similarly, Das et al. [115] designed a new PEG-silane with azide terminals that could easily
self-assemble on the surface of the metal oxide nanoparticles through silane anchoring and
simultaneously facilitate orthogonal bio-functionalization of alkyne-folate through “click” chemistry
(Figure 10). They found the successful immobilization of folic acid on the NPs through this silane.
The modified nanoparticle showed ability to accumulate in cellular lysosomes and mitochondrias
and its circulating time was increased due to the PEG chains. Likewise, Oz et al. [119] prepared
core-brush nanoparticles by coating first the MNPs with poly((ethylene glycol) methyl ether acrylate)
(PEGMEA) and then modifying them with azide or thiol reactive maleimide moieties. Afterwards,
the NPs were modified via “click” chemistry with different dyes. These nanodevices proved the
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potential use of MNPs as imaging probes due to the nature of the MNPs and the surface functionalities,
which allowed targeting and optical imaging. In addition, they demonstrated that the presence of
a polymeric brush-shell enhanced the dispersibility in biological media.

Figure 10. Synthesis and post-modification of polymer-coated MNPs. Reprinted with permission from
ref. [119]. © 2015, American Chemical Society.

As mentioned previously, multi-responsive drug delivery systems have also been synthetized
by grafting-to approach. Hegazy et al. [120] have recently reported a magnetic, reductive,
and thermo multi-responsive nanocarrier based on core-brush magnetic mesoporous silica
nanoparticles modified with PNIPAM. First, Fe3O4NPs were coated with a mesoporous silica
matrix. 3-mercaptopropyl-trimethoxysilane was attached to provide SH groups on the surface of the
particles and, after the disproportionation reaction between sulfhydryl group and pyridine group
of S-(2-aminoethylthio)-2-thiopyridine hydrochloride), the disulfide bond (S-S) and amine group
were tethered to the surface. The thermo-responsive polymer was synthesized by photoinduced
electron/energy transfer-RAFT polymerization. Finally, the N-hydroxysuccinimide ester at the end of
the PNIPAM and the primary amine groups on the surface of the MSNPs were linked covalently. DOX
was easily encapsulated into the nanocarriers with a high loading capacity and quickly released in
response to the stimuli of reducing agent, magnetic or hyperthermia.

3. Hybrid Nanogels

In recent decades, nanogels (NGs) have been widely investigated as nanodevices in the field of
medicine due to their unique properties. A NG is a three-dimensional-crosslinked polymeric matrix that
has nanometric sizes in its three dimensions. In this sense, these nanomaterials combine the characteristics
of hydrogels and nanoparticles. The polymer network is formed by a chain with different repetitive units
(monomers) that are crosslinked by a crosslinking agent [78,121–126]. The concept of hybrid nanogels refers
to those in which INPs are incorporated in the crosslinked polymer matrix [127–129]. These nanodevices
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have gained considerable attention in recent years due to their exclusive properties resulting of synergistically
combining both the characteristics of the nanogel and those of the inorganic nanoparticle, which gives
different advantages over conventional drugs and agents in the area of optical detection, diagnosis, imaging,
and drug delivery [130–132].

Therefore, different nanoparticles have been used for the synthesis of hybrid NGs: MNPs [125],
AuNPs [133], SiO2NPs [129], quantum dots [134], graphene [135], carbon dots [136], silver
nanoparticles [123,137], etc. Depending on the nature of the INP, different functionalities can be
achieved, which allows its use as a contrast agent, in guided therapy, for photothermal treatment or
hyperthermia [129].

One of the main advantages of these systems is that the porous structure of the nanogel allows
the incorporation of a drug or other bioactive molecules as well as acting as a protection against the
possible degradations that occur before reaching the target tissue [138]. Thus, drugs or bioactive
molecules can be released by regulating the time and dose required [139]. The incorporation of INPs in
a matrix provides an additional advantage to this drug delivery system: the nature of the incorporated
nanoparticle can regulate the type of stimulus that can be used to release the drug in the desired
conditions, which enhances the supply in different parts of the body and allows the transport of
hydrophobic drugs or obtainment of smart systems [133]. Several stimuli can be used as triggers such
as magnetic field, near infrared irradiation, pH, temperature, or others. In addition, in some cases
incorporating NPs like mesoporous silica may improve the loading capacity of drugs.

INPs can be incorporated in the polymer matrix either physically or covalently (Figure 11). In the
first case, NPs can be physically introduced into the matrix before or after gelation to be trapped in the
NG [127,139]. We will refer to the resulting NGs as “physical hybrid nanogels” (PHNGs). Otherwise,
INPs can be also covalently incorporated giving “covalent hybrid nanogels” (CHNGs) [127,139].
This last strategy is promising because it has the advantage that the nanoparticles are covalently bound
and do not diffuse through the polymer matrix [140,141].

Figure 11. Scheme of physical (a) and covalent (b) hybrid nanogels.

3.1. Physical Hybrid Nanogels

Most of the reported hybrid nanogels have been synthetized by physically incorporating the
INPs. In general, PHNGs can be achieved by using different monomers, such as NIPAM [140,142,143],
N-vinylcaprolactam [144], acrylamide (AAm) [145], chitosan [146,147] and, above mentioned different INPs.

Within this wide variety of INPs used in PHNGs, carbon nanoparticles (CNPs) are a very special
type because of their excellent properties as theranostic agents. Multifunctional hybrid nanogels
based on fluorescent CNPs immobilized into P(NIPAM-AAm) nanogels were prepared by one-pot
free radical precipitation copolymerization of NIPAM and AAm in the aqueous dispersion of CNPs.
In this case, the immobilization of CNPs takes place via hydrogen bonding interactions between
polymer chains and CNPs hydroxyl/carboxyl groups. P(NIPAM-AAm) matrix provides high colloidal
stability and thermo-responsive properties and the immobilized CNPs in the interior of the gel network
provide the hybrid nanogels with bright, stable, and up conversion photoluminescence properties and
photothermal conversion ability of near-infrared light. Besides, the resulting hybrid nanogel has a high
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loading capacity for a highly hydrophobic anticancer drug like curcumin. The drug release rate can
be efficiently controlled by changing the temperature of local environmental media or the exogenous
irradiation with near-infrared light because CNPs can convert the near-infrared light to heat [148].

The synthetic procedures to give PHNGs can be split between those that perform the
polymerization of the organic matrix in the presence of pre-formed INPs, those which make the
physical mixture between polymer matrix and INPs after the polymerization is completed, and those
which synthetize the polymeric matrix and the INPs in situ [127].

The first approach for the synthesis of PHNGs consists in the formation of the polymer
matrix in a suspension of pre-formed INPs and monomer solution. This approach was used for
developing thermo-responsive magnetic NGs by Liu et al. [149]. They synthesized a hybrid NG
with responsiveness to temperature, magnetism, and near-infrared light that consisted of PNIPAM
matrix and Fe3O4NPs. Similarly, Jiang et al. [150] reported a pH/temperature responsive magnetic
nanocarrier. Firstly, oleylamine-coated Fe3O4NPs were synthesized and coated with citric acid
via a ligand exchange reaction. Then, magnetic NGs were prepared by performing an emulsion
polymerization of NIPAM, N,N′-methylene diacrylamide and acrylic acid (AA) in the presence of citric
acid-coated Fe3O4NPs. These NGs were conjugated with Cy5.5-labeled lactoferrin (Cy5.5-Lf-MPNA)
and tested as a bifunctional contrast agent for both MRI and optical imaging for glioma diagnosis
(Figure 12). These NGs change in size and have hydrophilic/hydrophobic properties at different in vivo
environments, circulate in blood for a longer time compared with bared MNPs functionalized with
Cy5.5-labeled lactoferrin, and can specifically accumulate in glioma tissues through the combination
of the active targeting ability of lactoferrin and the enhanced passive targeting ability provided by
the pH/temperature sensitivities of the nanogels. Finally, in vitro and in vivo tests indicated that
the MRI/fluorescence imaging of glioma was realized with high sensitivity and specificity by the
application of Cy5.5-Lf-MPNA NGs [150].

Figure 12. Synthetic approach for obtaining Cy5.5-Lf-MPNA nanogels (NGs). Reprinted with permission
from ref. [150]. © 2013, Elsevier.

On the other hand, PHNGs can also be formed by performing a physical mixture between the
organic network and the INPs suspension. This approach is especially useful when the polymeric
network is a natural or commercial polymer. Zhou et al. [151], for example, coated maghemite
NPs (Fe2O3NPs) with chitosan performing the mixture of both phases under ultrasonication.
Recently, a hybrid NG system based on gold nanorods coated with polypeptides was developed
for targeted drug delivery and tumor chemo-photothermal therapy [152]. A triblock-engineered
polypeptide was immobilized on the surface of gold nanorods by electrostatic adsorption. Likewise,
Boularas and his research team [153,154] demonstrated the successful formation of microgels with
oligoethylenglycol methacrylate (OEG) monomers together with the physical incorporation of
Fe2O3NPs. They were synthesized by conventional precipitation-polymerization and their sizes
were approximately 500 nm. The nanogels showed a thermosensitive behavior and stability over time
up to 100 h. Also, Cazares-Cortes et al. [155] reported pH-thermo-responsive OEG-based nanogels
loaded with Fe2O3NPs. The synthetic route is shown in Figure 13. These nanogels presented a high
drug loading efficiency of DOX and the release could be triggered by different stimulus such as pH
and alternative magnetic field (AMF). Furthermore, they demonstrated the enhanced internalization
of DOX in cancer cells and reduced cell viability by applying an AMF in the cells containing the NGs.
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Figure 13. Schematic representation of thermo-responsive NGs loaded with maghemite. Reprinted
with permission from ref. [155]. © 2017, American Chemical Society.

Superparamagnetic hollow hybrid NGs were prepared by a physical mixture between
polymer and magnetic nanoparticles to be tested as devices for stimuli-mediated MRI and cancer
therapeutics [156] (Figure 14). These hybrid assemblies were prepared first by co-assembling citric
acid-coated MNPs with the graft copolymer comprising AA and 2-methacryloylethyl acrylate (MEA)
units as the backbone, and PEG and PNIPAM as the grafts in the aqueous phase of pH 3.0 in the
hybrid vesicle structure. This was followed by in situ covalent stabilization through the photoinitiated
polymerization of MEA residues to form ester crosslinks. The resultant hollow hybrid NGs exhibited
such advantageous features as stimuli-mediated MRI contrast, hyperthermia, controlled drug delivery
and cellular uptake, showing in vitro cytotoxic effect against tumor cells.

Figure 14. Development of the doxorubicin (DOX)-loaded hollow hybrid NGs serving as a multifunctional
anticancer theranostic platform. Reprinted with permission from ref. [156].
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Alternatively, to perform the synthesis of the polymeric matrix and the INPs in situ, nanoparticle
precursors can be loaded into the gel during polymerization. For example, Rajar et al. [157] reported
the in situ synthesis of Fe3O4 nanorods with PNIPAM nanogels. Briefly, Fe3O4 precursors were
added to the hydrogel-forming monomer solution before free radical polymerization was initiated.
After gelation was completed, the composite was centrifuged and washed. To finally obtain Fe3O4

nanorods, an alkaline solution was added to the polymer suspension to obtain Fe3O4 nanorods by the
co-precipitation method.

3.2. Covalent Hybrid Nanogels

So far, there are few reports of the covalent incorporation of INPs to the polymer matrix.
One particularly interesting strategy in the development of CHNGs is the “grafting-through”
approach. In this case, units of a polymerizable monomer are tethered to the surface of the INPs.
Then, the covalently attached monomer is co-polymerized with other monomers present in the
contacting solution yielding NGs, for example, by free radical polymerization. Here, the INP
functionalized with monomers acts as a crosslinking agent. Free radical polymerization is also
called uncontrolled radical polymerization and is one of the most commonly used techniques for
obtaining NGs. This methodology employs an initiator and vinyl monomers. For SiO2 and Fe3O4 NPs,
the functionalization of their surface with crosslinking moieties can be achieved by tethering a silane
agent with vinyl terminals as MPS [140,158], vinyltrimethoxysilane [159], etc.

The grafting-through method leads to a homogeneous distribution of INPs inside the polymeric
matrix. As an example of this, Schoth et al. [160] functionalized the surface of SiO2NPs either with MPS
or octadecyl trimethoxysilane (ODTMS), and then carried out free radical miniemulsion polymerization
using methyl methacrylate and butyl methacrylate as monomers. As a result, MPS-silica particles
were homogeneously dispersed inside the polymer matrix whereas ODTMS-silica particles show
a higher tendency to form aggregates in the polymer phase. This behavior can be explained by the
chemical differences between the two functionalization agents: MPS is a polymerizable group able to
copolymerize with free monomers and, therefore, form covalent bonds between the silica surface and
the surrounding polymer matrix while ODTMS carries an inert alkyl chain. Hence, the covalent linkage
between silica and polymer helps to suppress aggregation and leads to a homogeneous distribution
of the SiO2NPs inside the matrix. A similar study was performed by functionalizing Fe3O4NPs with
MPS, ODTMS, and oleic acid (OA), and performing polymerization with methyl methacrylate, styrene,
and a mixture of styrene and 4-vinylpyridine [161]. Transmission and scanning electron micrographs
show that MPS-Fe3O4NPs were distributed homogeneously within the polymers, while ODTMS and
oleic acid lead to the formation of Janus particles.

Chen and colleagues modified the Fe3O4NPs with a silane agent with vinyl terminals to use it as
a crosslinker of NGs of PNIPAM, which were obtained through the conventional thermoprecipitation
methodology [140]. The sizes of the nanogels varied between ca. 1000 nm at 15 ◦C to 100–500 nm at
55 ◦C. These systems presented a thermosensitive behavior with a lower critical solution temperature
(LCST) around 35 ◦C, this temperature being lower than the temperature at which the cells of a diseased
tissue are found which is around 42 ◦C.

Liu et al. [144] developed reversible crosslinked NGs based on poly((vinyl alcohol)-b-
(N-vinylcaprolactam)) copolymers and Fe2O3NPs modified with boronic acid (Figure 15). In this
case, the crosslinking was formed via boronate/diol bonding between boronic acid located onto the
Fe2O3NPs and poly(vinyl alcohol) of the polymer matrix. Different hydrophobic drugs could be
loaded in the nanodevice and released by different triggers like pH or glucose. In addition, due to
the superparamagnetic nature of the maghemite, AMF application accelerate the drug release and the
potential application of these systems as MRI contrast was evidenced.
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Figure 15. (1) Surface functionalization of the Fe2O3NPs with silane agents and boronic acid derivatives.
(2) thermally-induced micelle formation and hydrophobic drug loading (a); crosslinking of the
poly(vinyl alcohol) with the functionalized Fe2O3NPs (b); formation of drug-loaded NGs after cooling
down below the LCST (c) and glucose-pH-triggered release of the drug molecules (d). Reprinted with
permission from ref. [144]. © 2014, Royal Society of Chemistry.

“Click” chemistry, especially the azide-alkyne cycloaddition, has been widely used for the
synthesis of NGs since it allows well-defined molecular structures and surprisingly improved
mechanical properties, due to the specificity and the quantitative yields obtained [162]. Recently,
Soleimani et al. synthetized graphene oxide NGs by using polysaccharide azides for cycloaddition
reaction between cellulose azide and graphene oxide double bonds [163]. Additionally, our group in
collaboration with Calderón’s group designed the synthesis of magnetic NGs through a methodology
based on ultrasonication and orthogonal strain-promoted azide-alkine cycloaddition. For this purpose,
we chose as building blocks magnetic nanoparticles decorated with bicyclononyne and thermosensitive
diazide linear polyglycerol (N3-tPG-N3). Promising results were obtained, demonstrating the
versatility of this synthetic tool. The magnetic properties of the system were analyzed, obtaining
relaxation values like those of commercial MRI contrast agents. In addition, the system exhibited
thermosensitive behavior. To evaluate the use of these NGs as capture devices for circulating metastasis
cells (CTCs), we incorporated transferrin as targeting moieties. To this effect, the glycoprotein was
modified with an azide PEG linker and incorporated into the matrix. The capture efficiencies of CTCs
of all systems were evaluated, finding a dependence on both the length of the linker used, its relation
to transferrin and the length of the polymer used. The optimal system was found for capturing CTCs
with a capture efficiency of 80% using 5 kDa N3-tPG-N3 and the transferrin conjugate with the linker
with chain length of 8 PEG units and a transferrin: linker ratio 1:3 [164,165].
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Another approach for the synthesis of CHNGs consists of covalent linking between groups
present in the polymer matrix and groups anchored onto the surface of INPs. In this sense,
carboxymethyl chitosan was attached to MNPs by amidation reaction (CMCS-capped-MNPs) and then,
CMCS-capped-MNPs were positively charged by adjusting the pH below 5.9 for its later intercalation
within the montmorillonite layers by electrostatic interaction (CMCS-capped-MNP/MMT) [166].
DOX was effectively loaded into CMCS-capped-MNP/MMT giving a higher release rate at pH 5.0
than at pH 7.4, revealing that this drug delivery system had lower toxicity towards normal tissues.
In an alternating magnetic gradient, CMCS-capped-MNP/MMT delivered appropriate amounts of the
antitumor drug specifically to the cancer site because of the hyperthermia effect.

Using the same synthetic approach, hybrid NG formed by PAA and MSNPs were prepared
performing the amidation between the amino groups of MSNP and the carboxyl groups of PAA.
These hybrid NGs were tested as a pH-responsive controlled drug delivery system using DOX as
a model drug to assess the drug loading and releasing behaviors. High drug loading efficiency was
observed, due to the strong electrostatic interaction between PAA and DOX. The release rate of DOX
was pH dependent, increasing with the decrease of pH [167].

Carboxyl groups functionalized MSNPs can also be achieved, for example, by performing the
reaction between amino-functionalized nanoparticles and succinic acid. Particularly, this surface
modification facilitated the covalent linkage to branched polyethylenimine. Recently, Sun et al. used
this approach for the controlled synthesis of a MSNPs/organosilica nanosystem, in which large and
small molecules (siRNA and DOX, respectively) were separately encapsulated in large and small
mesopores. This design allowed sequential release of both therapeutic agents [168].

4. Core-Shell Nanoparticles

Core-shell nanoparticles can be achieved by functionalizing of INPs with organic molecules such
as dendrimers or dendrons [169–171], enzymes [172], antitumor drugs [173], and disulfide silanes [174],
etc. However, here we will only refer to those systems in which the shell is made of polymer.

It is worth noticing that some authors refer to core-brush nanoparticles with high density of
tethered chains polymer as a core-brush shell or simply core-shell nanostructures. Once more,
the properties of these NPs will be defined by the chemical structure and the thickness of the organic
layer, as well as by the nature of the core, as previously stated. Core-brush shell nanoparticles can
be achieved by the above described synthetic routes, grafting-from and to approaches, which assure
the presence of only one inorganic core per individual nanoparticle. Except for the previous
case, we have not found in the literature general synthetic routes that lead to the formation of
a core-shell architecture guaranteeing only one inorganic core. Instead, core-shell (not core-brush shell)
structures can be produced by carefully handling the experimental conditions of the polymerization
process as we will see in the examples below. For example, for the synthesis of Au@PNIPAM
thermos-sensitive nanostructures the polymer coating on gold cores is achieved by using cationic
surfactant (cetyltrimethylammonium bromide) bilayer as a strategy [175]. This bilayer provides
a relatively thick hydrophobic environment in which the physical adsorption of water-insoluble styrene
and divinylbenzene can take place. The addition of a suitable initiator leads to the polymerization of
styrene and divinylbenzene around the gold nanoparticles while maintaining non-polymerized vinyl
groups available at the surface. Then, NIPAM polymerization on the polystyrene-coated nanoparticles
can be performed using a standard surfactant-free polymerization process. Transmission electron
microscopy images clearly showed isolated core-shell nanostructures obtained by this protocol.

The grafting-through approach can be also used for the synthesis of core-shell hybrid nanogels. In this
case, to achieve the core-shell architecture, the polymerization between vinyl-cores and free monomers
must be favored over polymerization between cores. Following this approach, PNIPAM-grafted MSNPs
were synthetized by the co-polymerization of NIPAM and vinyl-functionalized MSNPs using free radical
polymerization by the ultrasound-induced mini emulsion technique. The average thickness of the polymer
coating was in the order of 90 nm. The synthesized hybrid material exhibited superior pH sensitivity,
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biocompatibility and antibacterial activity compared to the materials prepared by other techniques [158].
Another example is the synthesis of core-shell hybrid nanogels formed by a nanostructured inorganic
silica core and an organic pH-responsive PDEAEMA coating via free radical co-polymerization through
an oil-in-water emulsion technique of the cationic monomer 2-(diethylamino)ethyl methacrylate (DEAEM)
and the monomeric silica precursor vinyltrimethoxysilane in the presence of PEGMA and triethylene
glycol dimethacrylate linkers. A fluorescent dye (fluorescein isothiocyanate) was incorporated within the
silica lattice during the synthesis procedure. Therefore, this pH-responsive fluorescent nanogel was tested
as a non-viral carrier for siRNA therapeutics. Since the tertiary amine group of the PDEAEMA shell is
protonated in an acidic environment, the hydrodynamic volume of the nanogel increased when the pH
changed from 7 to 5. SiRNA release was accelerated in acidic conditions despite the higher affinity of the
hybrid nanogel and the siRNA at these conditions, likely because of hydrogel swelling, which increased
the solubility of the coating and favored the diffusion of the payload into the surrounding environment.
Finally, CXCR4 siRNA was efficiently delivered into the cytoplasm of MDA-MB-231 breast cancer cells and
inhibited the protein expression of CXCR4 with an efficacy comparable to that of a commercial transfection
reagent. Moreover, the hybrid nanoparticles had an excellent efficacy in delivering siRNA in vivo because
the intravenous administration of siRNA-loaded nanoparticles demonstrated a preferential accumulation
at the tumor site, which resulted in a reduction of CXCR4 expression [159].

Another example is the synthesis of core-shell hybrid nanogels formed by SiO2NPs and
redox-responsive polymers. For instance, Qiao et al. synthetized a hybrid nanogel, which was
tested as a highly efficient theranostic agent based on MSNPs coated with a redox responsive polymer.
Here, the vinyl terminals were anchored to MSNPs in steps. First the MSNPs were modified with
an amino group via silane coupling agent of APTES. Next the vinyl groups were obtained by
the reaction of N-acryloyloxy succinimide with MSNP-NH2. Finally, a redox stimuli-responsive
hydrogel coating was obtained via laccase-mediated polymerization of N,N-dimethylacrylamide as
the gel network and N,N-bis(acryloyl)cystamine with disulfides (S-S) as the responsive crosslinker.
The laccase system can benefit the surface polymerization and, consequently, the shell formation
(without crosslinking), due to the slow generation of free radicals. The hydrophilic hydrogel networks
in the outer layer and abundant mesoporous channels of MSNPs were simultaneously loaded with the
hydrophilic antitumor drug DOX and hydrophobic ultrasound (US) synergistic agent perfluorohexane
(PFH). Therefore, this NG could responsively release DOX and enhance US imaging after US-triggered,
temperature-sensitive PFH acoustic droplet vaporation when exposed to a reducing environment,
for example, in tumors [176].

Wang et al. synthetized dual-responsive core-shell nanogels that were composed of a core of
Au nanorods and a shell of magnetic ionic liquid and DNA moieties in the crosslinking network
simultaneously, as effective drug delivery vectors (Figure 16) [177]. First, Au nanorods were coated
with a silica shell to prevent its aggregation. Secondly, a silicane-coupling agent (MPS) was used to
endow the surface of the silica shell with abundant C=C bonds. Finally, the growth of linear polymeric
chains was initiated through photoinitiated free-radical polymerization with the magnetic ionic liquids
monomer (3-N-butyl-1-vinylimidazolium trichloromonobromoferrate) and acrydite-modified DNA,
which not only acted as crosslinker agent but could also serve as a gatekeeper to regulate the release
of drug. The obtained core-shell nanoparticles were tested for magneto-manipulated cancer therapy.
Doxorubicin hydrochloride (DOXh) was used as a drug for controlled release tests. An internalization
study and MTT assay demonstrated that the DOXh-loaded core−shell DNA microgels could efficiently
uptake into cancer cells and enhance the cytotoxicity of cancer cells controlled by near-IR laser.
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Figure 16. Schematic illustration of magnetic core−shell DNA microgels. Reprinted with permission
from ref. [177]. © 2014, Royal Society of Chemistry.

5. Concluding Remarks and Future Perspectives

The preparation of decorated surfaces of NP with molecules or polymers with simple structure
might not be enough for their efficient application in nanomedicine. In the Sections 2–4, we have
shown some examples of controlled synthetic approaches to produce hybrid nanomaterials with
interesting potential in biomedical applications. Therefore, for the design and development of hybrid
nanomaterials capable of displaying relevant functions in the biomedical field, it is important to
comprehensively control the composition of the material and their architecture and carefully examine
the structure–property relationships.

Three factors are the most important when choosing a system as nanocarrier or nanodevice in
medical applications: size, stability, and functionality (functional groups and charge).

Particle size is a crucial factor for bio-applications. Since particle size is intrinsically related to the
rate of clearance from the blood circulation, it is important for controlling tumor accumulation kinetics
and for preventing diffusion back into the systemic vascular bed [1]. For instance, smaller particles
(in the range of 50–300 nm) have slower removal from the circulation than larger ones [1]. From the
comparative analysis of bibliographic results, we have not found a clear tendency between the synthetic
methodology (grafting-from, to or through) and the particle size. Size is the consequence of many
variables like the nature of monomers, crosslinking degree, polymerization technique, characteristics
of the core, among others. Nonetheless, covalent polymer coating confers more stability to the final
structure than those obtained by physical interactions because the covalent anchoring of inorganic
NPs to the polymer chains reduces the possibility of desorption under in vivo conditions.

The surface functionality of the NPs is very dependent on the type of monomers chosen. The functional
groups in the organic component of the nanocarriers will be responsible for the charge, smart behavior,
and act as sites for the anchoring of target molecules and/or drug to delivery. Another relevant factor to
keep in mind is that the polymerization strategy like grafting-to, from or through protocols might result in
different superficial densities of functional groups. Grafting density plays an important role in establishing
the regime in which the macromolecular system operates [53], which is therefore closely related to their
smart behavior in response to stimuli.

Thermo-responsive brushes are attractive building blocks for design and fabrication of smart
nanocarriers for controlling drug delivery and theranosis. We will focus on these systems to
show that the brush architecture can influence the smart behavior. “Grafting-from” techniques
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usually yield higher grafted layer densities compared to “grafting-to” [36]. Therefore, for the low
grafting densities typically obtained by “grafting-to”, core-core interactions dominate above the
LCST which then lead to aggregation. For the higher grafting densities achieved by “grafting-from”,
the brushes keep mobile, soluble chain ends even above the LCST, which can reduce or prevent
aggregation [102]. Specifically in these systems, previous publications have demonstrated the difficulty
of some core-brush systems to identify the LCST temperatures and smart thermo behaviors [102].
One of the problems derived of brush architecture is the reduced chain motilities from covalent
immobilization. Therefore, the interchain interactions make the collapse of the grafted polymers
weaker than that of a free polymer chain in solution. The broader thermal transitions of polymer
brushes on the nanoparticles might be also related to the different degrees of freedom of segments along
the grafted polymer chains [163]. Immobilization of the initiator on the surface of NPs is a key factor
in the grafting-from approach. The attaching of an initiator to a surface leads to lower concentrations
than in solution [164]. Consequently, brush density depends on the density of the initiation site [165].

On the other hand, hybrid nanogels are interesting materials for biomedical applications due
to their unique properties, such as high encapsulation efficiency due to their porous structure and
protection of active agents from degradation, which make them ideal candidates as drug delivery or
theranostic systems [178].

In this work, we have reviewed the recent progress in the design and synthetic approaches on NPs
emphasizing those procedures that lead to each type of architecture, be it core-brush, hybrid nanogels
and core-shell. In all cases, we have shown recent examples of the use of these hybrid nanomaterials in
nanomedicine. Drug delivery nanocarriers can lead to enhanced tumor targeting efficiency, improved
drug solubility, reduced side effects, increased drug half-life in the body, and therefore to a more
efficient cancer therapy [179]. Another important field in nanomedicine is the detection and diagnosis
of diseases at early stages. This can be achieved by the molecular imaging of cells and tissues by MRI,
computer tomography, nuclear imaging and single photon emission-computed tomography, optical
fluorescent imaging, and ultrasound [25]. Finally, theranostics combine therapeutic and diagnostic
capabilities into a single platform to enable more specific and individualized therapies for various
diseases and damages [25].

Updated discussions of the advantages and disadvantages of the different synthetic methodologies
published up to now are useful for a better understanding of how the structure/property relationship
of the different systems can be handled to achieve successful in vitro and in vivo applications.
Nevertheless, more work is currently needed for achieving a full use of hybrid engineered
nanomaterials in biomedical applications. Overall, we consider that core-brush nanomaterials obtained
by grafting-from approach are promising materials because this way it is possible to control the material
morphology. In this sense, SI-ATRP is useful for the synthesis of hybrid core-brush nanostructures
since it leads to controlled molecular weight, low polydispersity, and varied functionality. However,
the use of metal catalysts, such as copper complexes, is a limitation for biomedical applications [180].
In this context, we strongly believe that metal-free ATRP is a potential technique for the development
of core-brush systems for the future. Our observation is supported by some recent original reports
that show improvements in this field, particularly in electrochemically mediated ATRP [40,180],
photoinduced metal-free ATRP [181], and enzyme mimetic catalytic ATRP [182]. In addition, covalent
hybrid nanogels are also promising materials for applications in nanomedicine. Grafting-through
approach via free radical polymerization is a robust technique that involves simple and inexpensive
procedures leading to high yields. However, there are still many significant challenges researchers
need to address in order to improve the suitability of these materials for clinical application. In this
context, Figure 17 illustrates our wishes towards future developments in this area. We expect that this
review will inspire further studies in the design of smart, responsive hybrid nanodevices for drug
delivery, specifically therapies of high efficacy and diagnosis.
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Figure 17. Schematic illustration to highlight the importance of understanding the structure/property
relationship of the different systems to achieve successful in vitro and in vivo applications.
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