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Abstract

Orthopedic infections pose significant challenges in patient outcomes and healthcare costs. Despite various infection control 
measures, implant-related infections remain a significant concern in clinical practice. This article explores the potential applications 
of intelligent implants for infection control in orthopaedics. Intelligent implants, advanced medical devices integrated with technol-
ogy, offer precise functionality and personalized care. They can be categorized based on their function, purpose, and technology, 
including load monitoring, joint specificity, sensor-based or actuator-based features, application specificity, connectivity capabilities, 
and data-driven insights. Intelligent implants can integrate with artificial intelligence (AI) and machine learning (ML) techniques 
to enhance infection detection, prevention, and management. AI algorithms can analyse implant data, patient-specific factors, and 
environmental variables to identify potential infection cases, predict infection likelihood, and adjust drug delivery systems for per-
sonalized treatment plans. This innovative approach has the potential to revolutionize infection control in orthopaedics, improving 
patient outcomes and reducing healthcare costs.
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Abbreviations

AI: Artificial Intelligence; ML: Machine Learning; IoT: Internet of Things

Introduction

Overview of orthopaedic infections

 Infections in orthopaedics carry significant importance due to their potential impact on patients' outcomes and overall healthcare 
costs. Orthopedic infections can lead to a range of complications, including delayed wound healing, implant failure, osteomyelitis (bone 
infection), joint destruction, and sepsis. These complications can result in prolonged hospital stays, increased healthcare utilization, and a 
decline in patients' quality of life. Moreover, orthopedic infections may necessitate additional surgical interventions, such as debridement, 
implant removal, or revision surgeries, further adding to the financial burden and physical stress on patients [1].
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Significance of infection control in orthopedics

Many orthopedic infections are indeed related to implant-related factors. Implementation of strict aseptic techniques, appropriate an-
tibiotic prophylaxis, meticulous surgical site preparation, and adherence to infection control guidelines can mitigate the risk of infections, 
enhance patient safety, and promote successful outcomes in orthopedic intervention [2,3].

 However, despite extensive efforts, implant-related infections remain a significant challenge in clinical practice. Therefore, reducing 
implant-related orthopedic infections requires addressing key aspects such as drug delivery, biofilm formation, and delays in diagnosis. 
Timely diagnosis and close monitoring are crucial for successful treatment, requiring advanced imaging techniques, biomarker analysis, 
and close monitoring [4,5]. 

Understanding intelligent implants

Internet of things (IoT) 

 Before diving into the topic of intelligent implants, it is important to understand the concept of the Internet of Things (IoT). IoT is a 
network that connects physical devices, objects, and appliances with sensors and softwares though internet connectivity. These devices, 
often called "smart devices”, can collect data, exchange information, and interact with their surroundings. By connecting objects to the 
internet, IoT enables remote monitoring, control, and automation, leading to increased precision, efficiency and convenience [6].

Definition and features of intelligent implants

An intelligent implant refers to a technologically advanced medical device that is surgically implanted within the body to replace or 
augment a specific function or structure. By integrating advanced technologies, intelligent implants contribute to the advancement of 
medical knowledge and surgical techniques. They also provide greater precision, functionality, and personalized care in various medical 
specialties including orthopaedic surgery [7,8].

Types of intelligent implants in orthopedics

Intelligent implants in orthopedic surgery are categorized based on their function, purpose, and technology. It is important to note that 
many intelligent implants may fall into multiple categories based on their features and characteristics:

I. Implants for load monitoring: These implants integrate sensors to measure and monitor the forces and loads experienced by bones, 
joints, or implants.

II. Joint-specific implants: Categorization of implants based on the specific joints they are designed for, such as hip implants, knee im-
plants, elbow implants, shoulder implants, or spinal implants. Each type of implant may have its own set of intelligent features and 
functions tailored to the particular joint's biomechanics and requirements.

III. Sensor-based vs. actuator-based implants: Distinguishing between implants that primarily utilize sensors for data collection and 
monitoring (sensor-based implants) and implants that incorporate actuators to adjust or respond to the collected data (actuator-
based implants).

IV. Application-specific implants: Categorizing implants based on their specific applications, such as fracture fixation, joint replace-
ments, spinal fusion, etc. Each type of implant may have unique intelligent features tailored to the specific surgical procedure and 
patient needs.

V. Connectivity-based implants: Categorizing implants based on their connectivity capabilities. Some smart implants have wireless 
communication capabilities for remote monitoring, data transmission, and interaction with external devices, while other implants 
may have limited or no connectivity and focus solely on local data collection and processing [9-11].
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Mechanisms of action of intelligent implants

Intelligent implants in orthopedic surgery operate using diverse mechanisms that enable them to offer improved functionality, real-
time monitoring, and data-driven insights. Below are several typical mechanisms of intelligent implants:

I. Data processing and analysis: The collected data is processed and analysed within the implant itself. Advanced algorithms and 
techniques, like machine learning and artificial intelligence, are used for data computation [8,10].

II. Sensing and data collection: Intelligent implants incorporate sensors to collect real-time information, such as movement, pressure, 
temperature, or biochemical markers [8,10].

III. Adaptive functionality: Some smart implants can adapt and respond based on the collected data. They can modify their functional-
ity or initiate specific actions in response to changes in the patient's condition or environmental factors [8].

IV. Feedback and alerts: Intelligent implants can provide feedback or generate alerts for patients or caregivers. This feedback may 
include notifications about the implant's status, the patient's response to the treatment, or potential complications.

V. Integration with medical systems: Intelligent implants can integrate with existing medical systems, electronic health records, or 
surgical navigation tools. This integration enables seamless information sharing, supporting comprehensive patient care and im-
proving surgical precision [10,13].

Infection control strategies in orthopedic surgery and role of intelligent implants

Real time monitoring

Early detection of post-implantation problems plays a crucial role in the patient's outcome and reducing the risk of complications such 
as implant loosening, tissue damage, and systemic spread. Early detection allows for timely administration of targeted antibiotics and 
surgical intervention to remove the source of infection [14,15].

Intelligent implants can incorporate sensors and monitoring capabilities to provide real-time data on various parameters, including 
temperature, pressure, and inflammation. This enables early detection of potential infection indicators, allowing healthcare professionals 
to intervene promptly [8,10,14].

Early warning by tracking and on site data analysis

Intelligent implants can capture and store data related to infection episodes, including the timing, severity, and response to treatment. 
This data can be utilized to track infection rates, analyse trends, and identify risk factors, aiding in the development of targeted infection 
control strategies.

Moreover, by analysing data collected from the intelligent implant, artificial intelligence can be employed to develop early warning 
systems. These systems can detect patterns and changes that may indicate the presence of infection.

On the other hand, data collected by intelligent implants can be used for personalized treatment plans, based on individual patient 
characteristics and risk factors, minimizing the risk of implant-related infections [10,11,14].

Intelligent implants and anti-infection technologies

Anti-infection technologies have been developed and incorporated into intelligent implants in order to enhance the safety of intelligent 
implants and reduce the risk of complications. 
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Incorporation of antibacterial agents

By incorporating antibacterial agents into intelligent implants, the risk of infection can be reduced, leading to improved patient safety 
and outcomes. Antibacterial agents can be added to the implant through different methods, including surface coatings, impregnation 
within the material matrix, or the use of biocompatible materials with inherent antibacterial properties [16].

Some commonly used antibacterial agents in intelligent implants include:

I. Silver nanoparticles: Silver nanoparticles have potent antibacterial properties and can be incorporated into implant surfaces or 
coatings to inhibit bacterial growth [17].

II. Chlorhexidine: Chlorhexidine is an antiseptic agent that can be used in coatings or impregnated within the implant to prevent bac-
terial colonization [18].

III. Triclosan: Triclosan is another antibacterial agent used in some intelligent implants, to prevent infections and reduce inflammation 
[19].

The specific choice of antibacterial agent depends on various factors, including the type of implant, the intended application, the dura-
tion of implantation, and the targeted bacteria. It is important to ensure that the chosen antibacterial agent is effective, biocompatible, and 
does not interfere with the overall functionality of the intelligent implant.

Local drug delivery systems

Local drug delivery systems in intelligent implants refer to drug delivery mechanisms within the implant itself to provide targeted and 
controlled release of therapeutic agents at the implant site. These systems are designed to deliver drugs or therapeutic substances directly 
to the desired area, minimizing systemic side effects and maximizing the effectiveness of treatment.

These drug delivery systems can employ various mechanisms to achieve controlled release. Some common approaches include:

I. Reservoir systems: Implants can incorporate reservoirs that store the drug and release it in a controlled manner. This can be 
achieved through diffusion, osmosis, or other release mechanisms [20].

II. Polymeric matrices: Drug-containing polymers can be used to form a matrix within the implant. The drug is gradually released as 
the polymer degrades or dissolves over time [21].

III. Micro/nanoparticles: Drugs can be encapsulated in micro/nanoparticles that are embedded within the implant. These particles 
gradually release the drug as they degrade or dissolve [20,22].

IV. Stimuli-responsive systems: Intelligent implants can utilize responsive materials or technologies that release drugs in response to 
specific triggers, such as changes in pH, temperature, or the presence of certain biomarkers [22].

The specific choice of drug, delivery mechanism, and release kinetics depend on the intended application, target disease or condition, 
and the desired therapeutic outcome.

Biofilm disruption

Biofilms play a significant role in infections associated with implanted medical devices. When an implant, such as a prosthetic joint, 
is introduced into the body, bacteria can adhere to its surface and form biofilms. These biofilms create a protective environment for the 
bacteria, allowing them to multiply and persist despite the host's immune response and antibiotic treatment [23].

Intelligent implants can be engineered to disrupt biofilms and prevent their formation by incorporating antimicrobial agents or en-
zymes within the implant's surface or structure. These agents can help prevent the initial adhesion of bacteria or degrade the biofilm 
matrix, making it more susceptible to host immune defences or conventional antimicrobial treatments.
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Additionally, intelligent implants can utilize real-time monitoring to detect the presence of biofilm and initiate localized therapies, such 
as the release of antimicrobial agents or generation of electrical currents that can disrupt the biofilm structure [24,25].

Immune modulation

The immune system plays an important role in defending the body against pathogens and foreign substances. However, in certain 
conditions, the immune system can become dysregulated, leading to chronic inflammation or autoimmune disorders. Intelligent implants 
have the potential to modulate the immune response by incorporating features that can sense and respond to immune signals.

For example, the implants can be designed to release specific drugs or substances that regulate immune activity (such as Monoclonal 
antibodies, methotrexate, azathioprine, and anti-inflammatory cytokines), based on real-time monitoring of inflammatory markers. By 
modulating the immune response, these implants can potentially alleviate symptoms associated with chronic inflammation or enhance 
tissue healing.

Future perspectives: Integration with artificial intelligence (AI) and machine learning (ML)

The visionary authors propose that by harnessing the power of Artificial Intelligence (AI) in conjunction with the Internet of Things 
(IoT), a ground-breaking revolution can be achieved. In the present era, open AI sources, including platforms like ChatGPT, BARD, Bing 
Chat, and others, have permeated various domains, and the medical field is no exception [26].

Intelligent implants can potentially integrate with artificial intelligence (AI) and machine learning (ML) techniques to enhance infec-
tion detection, prevention, and management. By continuously monitoring the implant data and comparing it to the learned patterns as 
well as analysing archived data from a large number of patients, AI algorithms can identify potential infection cases and alert healthcare 
providers for timely interventions.

Moreover, AI and ML integrated intelligent implants can analyse a range of patient-specific factors and environmental variables to 
predict the likelihood of infection. These models consider factors such as wound healing progress, immune system response, and patient 
behaviours to estimate the risk of infection.

Additionally, in the case of implantable drug delivery systems, AI algorithms can adjust the dosage and timing of antibiotic release 
based on the severity of infection and the patient's response. It can even assist healthcare providers in developing personalized infection 
management and treatment plans by analysing infection characteristics, patient history and other data.

AI and ML can also be employed to examine data from a substantial cohort of patients equipped with intelligent implants, aiming to 
recognize trends and patterns associated with infections. Through this data analysis, healthcare providers can acquire valuable knowl-
edge regarding infection risk factors, prevalent infection types, and effective treatment strategies. The findings from such analysis can 
contribute to the formulation of guidelines and protocols for the prevention and management of infections.

 Regulatory and ethical concerns 

The use of intelligent implants in orthopedic infections raises regulatory and ethical concerns. Ethical considerations include the re-
sponsible and legitimate use of collected data, transparency in data practices, and being accountable for data handling processes.

Obtaining informed consent from patients is essential, ensuring they understand the implications and risks associated with these 
implants and the use of their data. Regulatory compliance is necessary to ensure patient safety and data protection, with regulatory 
authorities overseeing approval and post-market surveillance. Collaboration among healthcare professionals, engineers, policymakers, 
and ethicists is vital to establish guidelines that uphold patient privacy, autonomy, and data protection while harnessing the benefits of 
intelligent implants in orthopedic infection management.
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Conclusion

Despite significant efforts to prevent infections in orthopaedic surgeries, the conventional approaches have not witnessed substantial 
progress. Current practices mainly rely on preoperative sterilization, proper aseptic techniques, and the administration of prophylactic 
antibiotics. Therefore, existing approaches for diagnosis and prevention of infection are constrained by their limited sensitivity, specific-
ity, and effectiveness.

 Although intelligent technology is indeed a relatively new and rapidly developing innovation in the field of orthopedic surgery, it has 
already demonstrated significant potential in enhancing patient outcome. In addition, intelligent implants equipped with artificial intel-
ligence and machine learning capabilities can enhance the precision and accuracy of their functionality.

Currently, intelligent implants are associated with higher costs and their limited availability restricts their widespread adoption. How-
ever, as technology continues to advance and research progresses, it is expected that intelligent implants will become more affordable and 
accessible in the future. With on-going innovation and optimization of manufacturing processes, the production costs of these implants 
are likely to decrease. Moreover, as the benefits and efficacy of intelligent implants become more evident through clinical trials and real-
world applications, their acceptance among healthcare professionals and patients is expected to increase.
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