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Abstract: Neuroinflammation has a significant impact on different pathologies, such as stroke or
spinal cord injury, intervening in their pathophysiology: expansion, progression, and resolution.
Neuroinflammation involves oxidative stress, damage, and cell death, playing an important role in
neuroplasticity and motor dysfunction by affecting the neuronal connection responsible for motor
control. The diagnosis of this pathology is performed using neuroimaging techniques and molecular
diagnostics based on identifying and measuring signaling molecules or specific markers. In parallel,
new therapeutic targets are being investigated via the use of bionanomaterials and electrostimulation
to modulate the neuroinflammatory response. These novel diagnostic and therapeutic strategies have
the potential to facilitate the development of anticipatory patterns and deliver the most beneficial
treatment to improve patients’ quality of life and directly impact their motor skills. However, impor-
tant challenges remain to be solved. Hence, the goal of this study was to review the implication of
neuroinflammation in the evolution of motor function in stroke and trauma patients, with a particular
focus on novel methods and potential biomarkers to aid clinicians in diagnosis, treatment, and
therapy. A specific analysis of the strengths, weaknesses, threats, and opportunities was conducted,
highlighting the key challenges to be faced in the coming years.
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1. Introduction

Neuroinflammation is a highly complex process characterized by the activation of
various glial cells and the release of proinflammatory mediators in the central nervous
system (CNS) [1]. It develops secondary to a variety of stimuli, including traumatic injuries,
infections, and neurodegenerative processes [2]. Thus, neuroinflammation has emerged as
a key research focus, given its significant impact on neuronal function and neurological
and motor recovery from different conditions due to its close relationship with modulation
of cellular responses and neural homeostasis [3].

Spinal cord injury (SCI) involves the physical and/or functional disruption of neuronal
connections in the spinal cord, affecting the integrity of electrical and chemical signals
necessary for proper motor, sensory, and autonomic function [3]. This anatomical damage
also triggers an inflammatory response in the CNS. Activation of microglia and astrocytes
initiates a molecular signaling cascade involving the release of proinflammatory cytokines
and reactive oxygen species (ROS) [2]. This exacerbated inflammation perpetuates neuronal
damage and promotes scarring and fibrous tissue formation, resulting in chronic and
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persistent disability [4]. Cerebral ischemia also activates glial cells in response to tissue
stress, resulting in the release of cytokines and chemokines that amplify the inflammatory
response [5]. Like SCI, strokes also result in neuroinflammation as an integral component
of pathogenesis due to the sudden interruption of blood flow to a part of the brain, which
can result in the sudden loss of cognitive, sensory, and/or motor functions [6]. As brain
cells die from a lack of oxygen and nutrients, the release of proinflammatory factors is
further increased, exacerbating tissue damage and hindering functional recovery [7].

The multidisciplinary approach to addressing neuroinflammation in the context of
SCI and stroke is significantly enhanced by state-of-the-art diagnostic techniques. Neu-
roimaging techniques have emerged as fundamental tools for the accurate assessment of
neuroinflammation. Magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) [8], computed tomography (CT) [9],
positron emission tomography (PET) [10], and contrast-enhanced ultrasound (CEUS) [11]
offer specific visualization of lesions, providing information about their location, extent,
and relationship to surrounding structures. This ability to accurately map damage and
identify areas affected by inflammation translates into a more comprehensive understand-
ing of the disease, which in turn guides therapeutic decisions and provides a solid basis
for prognosis [12]. On the other hand, biomarkers are highly informative molecules that
are released into the bloodstream in response to neuroinflammation [13]. These biological
indicators, whose presence and concentration can be detected with specific methods, are
emerging as promising diagnostic tools [14]. Their ability to provide a window into the
internal state of the CNS, even in the absence of overt clinical manifestations, provides
potential for early diagnosis and monitoring of disease progression [15]. By analyzing these
biomarkers, detailed information is obtained about the degree of inflammation present,
immune system response, and cellular activity in the compromised neural tissue. This
information can not only accelerate the diagnostic stage but also allow for continuous and
adaptive monitoring of the disease course, which is essential for the development of more
effective and personalized therapeutic strategies [14–16].

In the therapeutic field, the incorporation of electrostimulation and bionanomaterials
has arisen as cutting-edge strategies. Electrostimulation has emerged as a highly promising
technique to precisely modulate neuronal activity and mitigate the inflammatory responses
characteristically observed in SCI and stroke [17]. This therapeutic modality leverages
the fundamental principles of bioelectronics and neuroscience to influence the electrical
behavior of nerve cells and glial cells, with results in terms of improved motor function,
recovery of mobility, and reduction in inflammation in affected regions [18]. Bionano-
materials have proven to be an innovative option in the search for effective strategies to
address the implications of neuroinflammation in SCI and stroke [19,20]. These materials
are designed to interact at the nanometer scale with biological tissues. In addition, they
exhibit unique characteristics that allow them to act in versatile and highly specific ways
for the controlled delivery of therapeutic agents [21]. This nanotechnological approach
has enabled the encapsulation and gradual release of anti-inflammatory molecules and
growth factors in areas affected by neuroinflammation, which in turn promotes neuronal
regeneration, angiogenesis, and reduction in the local inflammatory response [21]. This
approach, targeted to the site of injury or the ischemic area in the case of stroke, has great
potential to mitigate the adverse effects of neuroinflammation and promote functional
recovery and, consequently, motor function [22]. Both strategies converge in their goal
of restoring balance and promoting repair in the affected nerve tissue. The combination
of these innovative therapeutic strategies, with the constantly evolving research on the
mechanisms of neuroinflammation, offers a comprehensive approach to improving patients’
recovery and quality of life.

2. Neuroinflammation

Neuroinflammation includes several pathological processes, ranging from altered
morphology of glial cells to invasion and destruction of tissues by immune cells migrating
from the periphery [23–26]. The immune system maintains a close relationship with the
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nervous system, as central nervous system (CNS) cells can be activated by peripheral in-
flammatory mediators, and peripheral immune cells can infiltrate into the brain [25]. In fact,
chronic neuroinflammation can alter learning, cognitive, and motor functions by altering
neurotransmission [27], becoming an important risk factor for the development of neu-
ropsychological diseases such as Schizophrenia, Bipolar Disorder [28], Mayor Depressive
Disorder [29–31], or Parkinson [32].

Microglia cells are the main recipients of peripheral inflammatory signals reaching the
brain. Once activated, an inflammatory cascade is initiated with the release of chemokines,
cytokines, and reactive oxygen and nitrogen species (ROS and RNS, respectively), triggering
the activation of astrocytes and, thus, amplifying the inflammatory signal within the CNS.
Several astrocyte functions will be altered, resulting in the dysregulation of neurotrophic
factor production, transporter function, and neurotransmitter synthesis. The toxic effects
of overexposure to cytokines also affect oligodendrocytes, with subsequent apoptosis and
demyelination of neurons. Thus, excessive release of proinflammatory mediators together
with incorrect neurotransmitter reuptake, decreased release of neurotrophic factors, and
oxidative stress cause damage to neuronal plasticity, leading to neurodegeneration and
apoptosis [24] (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Effects of the CNS inflammatory cascade on neuronal plasticity caused by an uncontrolled
peripheral inflammatory response. The production of peripheral proinflammatory mediators originat-
ing from ROS and mitochondrial dysfunction in immune cells activates microglia. An inflammatory
cascade is triggered in which the release of cytokines and other inflammatory mediators induces
astrocyte activation, thus amplifying the inflammatory signal in the CNS. Several astrocyte functions
are altered due to continuous exposure to cytokines, inflammatory mediators, and ROS/RNS. Oligo-
dendrocytes, especially sensitive to the toxic effect of TNF-α, induce apoptosis and demyelination.
NTs: Neurotransmitters; ROS: reactive oxygen species; RNS: reactive nitrogen species; TNF-α: tumor
necrosis factor.

2.1. Stroke

Strokes are those disorders that produce functional and structural neuronal alterations
in different areas of the brain due to maintained hypoxia, a consequence of an abrupt
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variation (interruption or reduction) in cerebral circulation in such regions [33]. Thus,
stroke causes transitory or definitive deficits in their functioning, causing sensory, motor,
and cognitive alterations [34].

Strokes can be classified into two subtypes based on the cause that determines the
presence of the pathology:

- Ischemic stroke (80%): Occurs because of a decrease and insufficiency of blood supply
to the CNS, causing a circumscribed area of cerebral infarction. Depending on their
etiology, strokes can be subclassified as thrombotic due to the formation of a blood
clot in an area of the brain and embolic because of the formation of a blood clot in
another cerebral artery that subsequently travels to the brain. When the symptoms
last less than 24 h, it is called a transient ischemic attack (TIA [35,36]).

- Hemorrhagic stroke (20%): Is due to parenchymal and/or subarachnoid bleeding.
Generally, they are caused by arterial hypertension (AHT), aneurysm ruptures, and or
arteriovenous malformations [37].

Depending on the affected area, the altered functions will vary, although it is very
common that the stroke involves the pyramidal system, causing a first motor neuron or
upper motor neuron syndrome [35]. The clinical manifestations can be classified depending
on whether they refer to a loss or decrease in functions (negative clinical manifestations)
or the appearance of new or abnormal functions (positive clinical manifestations) [37,38].
On the one hand, the negative clinical manifestations include abolition of superficial
reflexes, as well as paralysis or paralytic of muscles. On the other hand, the positive
clinical manifestations include muscle spasticity (in antigravitational musculature) and
hyperreflexia of the musculature, whose centers are in the intralesional area, appearing
pathological reflexes and clonus [37].

Neuroinflammation and Stroke

Following ischemia, a neuropathological cascade of mechanisms is activated that
triggers innate and potentially adaptive inflammatory and immune responses in the central
and peripheral nervous systems. This activation leads to the extension and deterioration of
the brain injury [6].

The progression and increase in neuroinflammation are directly linked to the immune
system, as reflected by the increase in damage-associated molecular patterns (DAMPs) to
nuclear or cytosolic proteins observed after stroke [39]. Thus, cells of the innate immune
system, such as neutrophils, macrophages/microglia, and astrocytes, are activated [12].
In turn, there is also activation of T cells, regulatory T cells, and B cells of the adaptive
immune system, which are able to specifically recognize antigens presented in the context
of major histocompatibility complex molecules on antigen-presenting cells [40]. In CNS,
infiltrating T cells are mainly CD4+ T cells (helper) [41] and CD8+ T cells (cytotoxic) [42].

Importantly, in the acute phase, immediately after stroke, neuroinflammation may play
an endogenous neuroprotective role by phagocytizing leukocytes brain cells and increasing
immune cell signaling [43]. This action increases the expression of anti-inflammatory
cytokines that facilitate axonal recovery and repair [39]. T-helper cells may have a dual role
in neuroinflammation, as, on the one hand, they can secrete anti-inflammatory cytokines
that can limit the inflammatory response and protect brain tissue [40]. However, on the
other hand, they trigger the release of potent proinflammatory cytokines into cerebrospinal
fluid and blood, increasing infarction and cell apoptosis (Figure 2) [39,40,43].



Curr. Issues Mol. Biol. 2023, 45 8556Curr. Issues Mol. Biol. 2023, 3, FOR PEER REVIEW 5 
 

 

 
Figure 2. Neuroinflammation process in stroke. After a stroke, cell damage and neuronal death oc-
cur, triggering the increased release of chemokines and proinflammatory cytokines that lead to 
blood–brain barrier (BBB) disruption and immune cell infiltration. This causes brain neurotoxicity 
and neuroinflammation. 

Moreover, it is necessary to highlight the role that neuroinflammation plays in the 
integrity of the blood–brain barrier (BBB) and vice versa [44]. Disruption of the BBB allows 
immune cells, inflammatory molecules, and serum proteins to penetrate the brain paren-
chyma from the periphery [45]. This causes the migration of prostaglandins, proinflam-
matory cytokines, and other mediators to the site of injury, which increases the number 
of immune cells and microglia [44]. Thus, the inflammatory response and brain damage 
are aggravated in the ischemic penumbra, the region surrounding the infarct area at high 
risk of further damage [46]. Neuroinflammation in the ischemic penumbra can be partic-
ularly detrimental, as it can contribute to cell death in this area, which enlarges the size of 
the cerebral infarct and aggravates the clinical consequences of stroke. Disruption of the 

Figure 2. Neuroinflammation process in stroke. After a stroke, cell damage and neuronal death
occur, triggering the increased release of chemokines and proinflammatory cytokines that lead to
blood–brain barrier (BBB) disruption and immune cell infiltration. This causes brain neurotoxicity
and neuroinflammation.

Moreover, it is necessary to highlight the role that neuroinflammation plays in the
integrity of the blood–brain barrier (BBB) and vice versa [44]. Disruption of the BBB al-
lows immune cells, inflammatory molecules, and serum proteins to penetrate the brain
parenchyma from the periphery [45]. This causes the migration of prostaglandins, proin-
flammatory cytokines, and other mediators to the site of injury, which increases the number
of immune cells and microglia [44]. Thus, the inflammatory response and brain damage are
aggravated in the ischemic penumbra, the region surrounding the infarct area at high risk
of further damage [46]. Neuroinflammation in the ischemic penumbra can be particularly
detrimental, as it can contribute to cell death in this area, which enlarges the size of the
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cerebral infarct and aggravates the clinical consequences of stroke. Disruption of the BBB
may also have long-term consequences after stroke [12]. The influx of immune cells and
inflammatory molecules can perpetuate neuroinflammation, which may contribute to the
progression of brain damage and scar formation in the affected tissue [45]. In addition,
BBB dysfunction may affect the regulation of cerebral blood flow and homeostasis of the
brain environment, which may influence functional recovery and brain plasticity after
stroke [44]. Likewise, neuronal antigen response may be induced, and chronic cell death
may be increased, perpetuating long-term neuroinflammation [12,44,45].

2.2. Spinal Cord Injury

SCI is a pathological process of any etiology that affects the spinal cord and causes
transitory or permanent impairment of motor, sensory, and autonomic function [3]. The
annual incidence of SCI is approximately 11.4 to 53.4 per million population worldwide,
and its etiology may be due to traumatic (80%) or non-traumatic causes (congenital or
secondary to disease). SCI can be classified according to [47]:

- Cause: Traumatic or non-traumatic.
- Mechanism of injury: Hyperflexion, flexion with rotation, hyperextension, or compression.
- Level of injury: Cervical, dorsal, or/and lumbosacral.
- Extension: Complete or incomplete.

The assessment of motor and sensory functions is performed according to international
standards via the American Spinal Injury Association (ASIA) Impairment Scale [47]. The
prognostic factor is determined by the evaluation of the ASIA scale 72 h after the injury,
with the maximum risk of mortality in the first year [47].

It is important to know the extension of the SCI since incomplete SCI causes specific
syndromes: Scheiner´s syndrome, anterior spinal artery syndrome [48], spinal cord hemi-
section [49], posterior cord [50], and cauda equina syndrome [51]. All of these syndromes
preserve some spinal cord function below the level of the lesion. However, in the case of
complete SCI, all functions below the lesion are abolished [52].

SCI shows different clinical phases. The first is the spinal shock phase, immediately
after the injury, which extends up to the second and eighth weeks [53,54]. This phase
is identified as the most severe since motor, sensory, and vegetative functions of the
lesional and infralateral segments are interrupted [53]. At this time, motor disturbances
are characteristic of the lower motor neuron [55]. After the spinal shock, the phase of
spinal automatism appears, where the spinal reflex center and activities in the intralesional
segment are recovered [56] (except in cauda equina lesions [51]), and even the alteration of
the injured segment persists. In this case, the typical motor alteration is of the upper motor
neuron [56].

Neuroinflammation and Spinal Cord Injury

Following SCI, a range of vascular, cellular, and molecular alterations originate in the
CNS and produce imbalances between immune cells and modulatory factors resulting from
neuroinflammation secondary to trauma [57]. Although these may have a dual effect in
helping to regulate axonal homeostasis and healing, the imbalance in production results in
increased axonal and tissue damage and cell death, aggravating the initial situation, course,
and prognosis of SCI [2,58].

Acute neuroinflammation develops in several stages (Figure 3). In the first stage, the
release of proinflammatory cytokines, chemokines, and ROS by microglia, astrocytes, and
peripheral immune cells is induced [58]. In this way, a cascade activation of inflammatory
and immune pathways is caused, attracting the presence of a greater number of immune
cells to the site of the lesion [59]. In the second stage, macrophage and T-cell infiltra-
tion occurs [60], increasing pro-inflammatory cytokine and pro-inflammatory chemokine
proliferation. Finally, in the third stage, BBB injury occurs, resulting in the migration of
leukocytes to the area of the lesion [61].



Curr. Issues Mol. Biol. 2023, 45 8558Curr. Issues Mol. Biol. 2023, 3, FOR PEER REVIEW 7 
 

 

 
Figure 3. Stages of neuroinflammation in SCI. 

BBB is a highly specialized structure that separates the peripheral blood from the 
CNS and protects the brain from the entry of potentially harmful substances and immune 
cells [62]. The BBB is composed mainly of endothelial cells with tight junctions that form 
a highly selective barrier to the passage of molecules [62,63]. It is also surrounded by glial 
cells that contribute to maintaining the integrity of the barrier [64]. BBB injury results in 
increased permeability and migration of immune molecules and cells into neuronal tissue 
[65]. The injury is produced by the activation of microglia and astrocytes and the release 
of proinflammatory cytokines and chemokines that induce the expression of adhesion 
molecules on endothelial cells [2]. These cells are also damaged by increased production 
of ROS and by the action of proteolytic enzymes that lead to the disruption of endothelial 
cell junctions [63]. Moreover, the expression of endothelial cell transporters and proteins 
is also modified during neuroinflammation [66], thus altering the regulation of the flow 
of molecules. All these processes lead to the amplification of the inflammatory response. 

The close relationship between neuroplasticity and neuroinflammation in the context 
of SCI should be emphasized. The presence of edema and an increase in BBB permeability, 
as well as the release of proinflammatory cytokines, chemokines, and ROS, affect neuronal 
reorganization in the area of the lesion [67]. Likewise, after SCI, the unaffected areas also 
undergo changes in connections and functions in an aĴempt to compensate for the func-
tional loss secondary to the injury [68]. Consequently, neuronal circuits, synaptic plastic-
ity, and activation of non-injured motor areas are reorganized to compensate for lost func-
tions [69]. The neuroplasticity of uninjured areas can be affected by neuroinflammation 

Figure 3. Stages of neuroinflammation in SCI.

BBB is a highly specialized structure that separates the peripheral blood from the
CNS and protects the brain from the entry of potentially harmful substances and immune
cells [62]. The BBB is composed mainly of endothelial cells with tight junctions that form a
highly selective barrier to the passage of molecules [62,63]. It is also surrounded by glial
cells that contribute to maintaining the integrity of the barrier [64]. BBB injury results
in increased permeability and migration of immune molecules and cells into neuronal
tissue [65]. The injury is produced by the activation of microglia and astrocytes and the re-
lease of proinflammatory cytokines and chemokines that induce the expression of adhesion
molecules on endothelial cells [2]. These cells are also damaged by increased production
of ROS and by the action of proteolytic enzymes that lead to the disruption of endothelial
cell junctions [63]. Moreover, the expression of endothelial cell transporters and proteins is
also modified during neuroinflammation [66], thus altering the regulation of the flow of
molecules. All these processes lead to the amplification of the inflammatory response.

The close relationship between neuroplasticity and neuroinflammation in the context
of SCI should be emphasized. The presence of edema and an increase in BBB permeability,
as well as the release of proinflammatory cytokines, chemokines, and ROS, affect neuronal
reorganization in the area of the lesion [67]. Likewise, after SCI, the unaffected areas
also undergo changes in connections and functions in an attempt to compensate for the
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functional loss secondary to the injury [68]. Consequently, neuronal circuits, synaptic
plasticity, and activation of non-injured motor areas are reorganized to compensate for lost
functions [69]. The neuroplasticity of uninjured areas can be affected by neuroinflammation
since inflammatory mediators can positively alter synaptic signaling and, thus, neuronal
plasticity [69,70]. Additionally, neurotrophic mediators affect the survival and growth of
neurons after SCI growth of neurons after SCI, attenuating part of the deleterious effects
triggered by mitochondrial dysfunction and oxidative stress [71].

2.3. Neuroinflammation and Mitochondrial Activity

Mitochondria are recognized as powerhouses, present in virtually all eukaryotic cells.
They are dynamic organelles that constantly fuse and divide to regulate their shape, size,
number, and bioenergetic function [72]. In fact, there is a variable number of mitochondria
in the cellular medium, and their number is directly related to the energy needs of the
cell [73,74]. They are responsible for carrying out several functions, such as calcium
homeostasis [75], programmed cell death or apoptosis [76], synaptic plasticity, adenosine
triphosphate (ATP) synthesis via the tricarboxylic acid cycle (TAC), and OXPHOS and ROS
production and elimination [77,78]. ROS are chemical compounds that are formed after
incomplete reduction in oxygen [79]. They are natural metabolites generated in normal
cellular activity that participate in cell signaling. However, an imbalance between ROS
production and the antioxidant defense system in the organism leads to disruption of
cellular function and toxicity. This can occur due to an overproduction of ROS or a decrease
in the antioxidant defense mechanism [80].

In this sense, oxidative stress derived from the increase in the ROS production at the
neuronal level and in cells of the peripheral system causes a decrease in the generation
of ATP that will eventually lead to a lack of energy at times of increased energy demand,
for example, in neuronal activity to modulate synaptic connections and neuronal plastic-
ity [77] or under conditions of stress and inflammation [81], factors that have often been
related to different neurodegenerative diseases [82,83]. Inflammation is a physiological
response of the immune system that promotes the mobilization of immune cells to the site
of infection or damage to eliminate the triggering factor, repair the damaged tissue, and
restore the homeostasis of the organism. Cellular energy metabolism is an important part
of the machinery that ensures the proper functioning of immune [1]. Without adequate
energy, immune function would fail, altering immune responses or triggering uncontrolled
activation [81]. This process would end up damaging and fragmenting mitochondrial
DNA that will be released first to the cytosol and then to the extracellular medium by
various mechanisms, including transport in mitochondria-derived vesicles (MVD) or via
mitochondrial permeability transition pores (MPT). This mitochondrial DNA (mtDNA) acts
as a potent DAMP (damage-associated molecular patterns), activating the TLR9-mediated
signaling pathway that will ultimately lead to increased production of proinflammatory
mediators, such as TNF and IL-6 [84]. Taken together, inflammation can impair mito-
chondrial function, while alterations in mitochondrial activity may promote uncontrolled
inflammatory responses, creating a vicious cycle that can ultimately compromise neuronal
function at the bioenergetic level [85].

2.4. Cytokines and Chemokines Involved in Neuroinflammation

Cytokines and chemokines are cell signaling molecules that play a crucial role in
regulating the immune response and communication between different cell types in the
body. However, in the context of SCI and stroke, the interaction of these molecules can
have both beneficial and detrimental effects on neuroinflammation (Table 1).
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Table 1. Cytokines and chemokines involved in neuroinflammation: Detrimental and beneficial
effects related to each molecule.

Cytokines and
Chemokines Detrimental Effects Beneficial Effects Secretory Cell Refs.

Interleukin 1β (IL-1β)
Increased secondary

brain damage
Increased BBB permeability

Tissue recovery
Apoptosis inhibition

Microglia
Macrophages [86]

Interleukin 1α (IL-1α)
Chronic inflammation

Damage of tissue
Autoimmune pathologies

Tissue recovery
Activation immune system Microglia [2,18]

Interleukin 1F1 (IL-1F1)
Increased inflammatory

response, hypersensitivity,
and autoimmune diseases

Regulation of the immune
response

Tissue recovery.
Neuroprotective function.

Neutrophils [87]

Interleukin 1F2 (IL-1F2)
Increased prostaglandins,

cyclooxygenase 2, and
phospholipase A2

Regulation of the immune
response.

Tissue recovery

Dendritic cells,
macrophages, endothelial,

and T cells
[87]

Interleukin 12 (IL-12)

Increased immune
response

Difficulty axonal
regeneration

Activation immune system
Elimination death cells

Dendritic cells,
macrophages, monocytes,

neutrophils, microglia,
and T-cells.

[88]

Interleukin 17 (IL-17)
Damage of BBB

Increased immune
response

Antipathogenic response
Decontrol immune cells

T helper, dendritic cells,
and macrophages [89,90]

Tumor Necrosis Factor
α (TNF-α)

Neurotoxicity
Increased BBB permeability

Tissue recovery
Antipathogenic response

Microglia, neurons,
astrocytes, monocytes, and

oligodendrocytes
[2,18,91]

Interferon γ (IFN-γ) Neurotoxicity
Difficulty neuroplasticity

Antipathogenic response
Tissue recovery γδ T-cells [2]

Interleukin 5 (IL-5)
Allergic response

Decreased immune
response

Regulation of allergic
pathologies

Antipathogenic response

Hematopoietic and
non-hematopoietic cells,

granulocytes, T, and
natural helper cells

[88,92]

Interleukin 10 (IL-10)
Neurotoxicity

Increased inflammatory
response

Inhibition TNF-α; IL-1; IL-6
Limitation inflammatory

response

T and B cells, monocytes,
dendritic, and natural

killer cells
[92]

Interleukin 4 (IL-4) Immunosuppression
Inhibition TNF-α; IL-1; IL-6

Limitation inflammatory
response

T helper cells, eosinophils,
and eosinophils [93,94]

Interleukin 6 (IL-6)
Neurotoxicity

Increased inflammatory
response

Antipathogenic response
Increased axonal

regeneration

Astrocytes, microglia,
and neurons [95,96]

Interleukin 8 (IL-8)
Chronic inflammation

Cardiovascular and
pulmonary diseases

Tissue recovery
Neutrophills quimiotaxis

Monocytes, endothelial
cells, macrophages, and T

cells.
[15]

C-C Motif Chemokine
Ligand 2 (CCL 2)

Chronic inflammation
Autoimmune diseases

Increased cancer
cell migration

Regulation of immune
response

Angiogenesis
Monocyte chemoattraction

Activated T cells,
astrocytes, microglia, and

monocytes
[2,97]
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Table 1. Cont.

Cytokines and
Chemokines Detrimental Effects Beneficial Effects Secretory Cell Refs.

C-C Motif Chemokine
Ligand 3 (CCL 3)

Increased production of
proinflammatory cytokines

Regulation of inflammatory
response

Monocytes, macrophages,
and dendritic cells [98–100]

C-C Motif Chemokine
Ligand 5 (CCL 5)

Chronic inflammation
Cardiovascular diseases
Neurological disorders

Immune cells quimiotaxis
Regulation of immune

response
Antiviral response

IL-1 and macrophage
migration inhibitory factor [98,101]

In certain situations, cytokines and chemokines can be beneficial in the response to
SCI and stroke. They can recruit immune system cells and migrate to the site, which is
essential to eliminate damaged tissues and toxic substances, as well as to initiate repair.
However, overexpression or dysregulation of certain cytokines and chemokines can have
detrimental effects. Excessive cytokine release causes excessive attraction of inflammatory
cells to the site of injury and can lead to the formation of a toxic environment and excessive
scarring that hinders neuronal regeneration. It also contributes to a chronic inflammatory
environment. Thus, if the inflammatory response persists in an uncontrolled manner, it can
contribute to secondary neuronal death and worsening damage.

Thus, cytokines and chemokines are molecules with a significant influence on neu-
roinflammation. Their role is complex and depends on the amount and type of molecules
released, as well as their interaction with the cellular environment. Therefore, the balance
between cytokines and chemokines is crucial in neuroinflammation associated with SCI
and stroke.

3. Diagnostic Techniques
3.1. Biomarkers in Neuroinflammation
3.1.1. Biological Markers

Biological markers or biomarkers were defined by the Biomarkers Definitions Working
Group of the National Institutes of Health as “a characteristic that is objectively measured
and evaluated as an indicator of normal biological processes, pathogenic processes, or
pharmacologic responses to a therapeutic intervention”. In essence, biomarkers are mea-
surable molecules, structures, or processes present in organisms, which are evaluated to
gather objective information about a patient’s health, differentiating physiological events
from pathological ones, including their optimal treatment and disease subtype. Thereby,
biomarkers are a crucial tool in diagnosis laboratories since they predict patient’s prognosis
by monitoring their disease and treatment response [14–16].

Biomarker analysis should be reproducible, precise, reliable, accurate, easy to inter-
pret, cost-effective, exhibit high sensitivity and specificity, and add information on top of
clinical variables [102,103]. Likewise, they can provide information alone or be studied in
combination by employing panels, scores, or indices, which can improve their performance
as clinical predictor tools [104]. There are many clinically relevant biomarkers identified
for pathologies, such as troponins for acute myocardial infarction [105], prostate-specific
antigen (PSA) for prostate cancer [106], or C-reactive protein (CRP) for inflammation or
infection processes [13,107]. Likewise, useful biomarkers for neuroinflammation have been
studied and identified such as those for stroke and SCI.

When considering the stroke condition, biomarkers must stem from damaged brain
tissues, encompassing specific damage markers and broader systemic indicators related to
inflammation [14]. For clinical relevance in predicting long-term outcomes, they should
reflect key pathophysiological processes: glial/neuronal responses, inflammation, ox-
idative stress, blood–brain barrier status, endothelial function, and hemostasis [103]. A
proposed blood biological markers to be used in stroke (Table 2) diagnosis are CRP [107],
matrix metalloproteinase 9 (MMP9) [103], cardiac troponin (cTnI), neuron-specific eno-
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lase (NSE) [108,109], brain natriuretic peptide (BNP) [109], glial fibrillary acidic protein
(GFAP), S100 calcium-binding protein B (S100B) [110], lipoprotein-related phospholipase A
2 (Lp-PLA2) [13], nucleoside diphosphate kinase A (NDKA), PARK7 [111], aquaporin-4
(AQP4) [103], lactate dehydrogenase (LDH), and abnormal levels of hemoglobin (Hb),
among other examples. However, an emerging trend is towards the evaluation of biomark-
ers simultaneously in a panel. This is the case of D-dimer and caspase-3 [112], which are
suggested as the most accurate combination of biomarkers to be simultaneously evalu-
ated in stroke diagnosis to differentiate acute stroke from stroke-mimicking conditions.
Nevertheless, the latest biomarker panels do not exhibit the high specificity and sensi-
tivity required for their widespread employment in the routine management of stroke,
necessitating further extensive research. In this context, the systematic review developed
by Gkantzios et al. [103] emphasizes the potential of a combined panel BNP, glial GFAP,
MMP-9, and AQP4 proteins along with the red cell distribution width (RDW) and the
neutrophil-to-lymphocyte ratio (NLR) clinical parameters as a valuable prospect for en-
hancing stroke diagnostic strategies in the future.

Table 2. Biomarkers employed for stroke and spinal cord injury diagnosis.

Diagnosis Protein/RNA/Parameter Biomarker

Stroke

Proteins CRP, MMP9, cTni, NSE, BNP, GFAP, S100B,
Lp-PLA2, NDKA, PARK7, AQP4, LDH, and Hb

Proteins Panel: D-dimer and caspase-3

Proteins and parameters Panel: BNP, gial GFAP, MMP9, AQP4, RDW
and NLR

Parameters ASPECTS

Ischemic stroke

mRNAs ARG1, LY96, MMP9, 100a12 and CCR7
lncRNAs linc-SLC22A2 and linc-luo-1172

miRNAs miR-125a-5p, miR-125b-5p, and miR-143-3p
microRNAs

Cardioembolic stroke and
atrial fibrillation mRNAs CREM, ZAK, PEI1

Differentiate lacunar between
non-lacunar stroke mRNAs CCL3, CCL4, HLA-DRB3, IGHA1 and IL8

Functional prognosis in SCI Proteins Zinc concentration in serum, TNF-α, and PKCγ

Evaluate the degree of SCI Proteins NSE, S100B, ITIH4, ApoA1, ApoA4, HSPB1,
HIST1H1C, HIST1H1E, albumin, MBP, NF-H

Acute SCI

Proteins NF-L

miRNAs miR-130a-3p, miR-152-3p, miR-125b-5p,
miR-30b-5p, and miR-124-3p,

SCI mRNA, lncRNA, and miRNA TP53INP2 mRNA and lncRNA-TSIX with
decreased miRNA-1283

SCI prognosis

Proteins TNF-α, MBP, and GSH

Parameters
Iron deposition across the neuraxis,

demyelination, microstructural changes, and
brain volume changes

Nevertheless, proteins and laboratory parameters are not the only possible biomarkers
to be employed in stroke diagnosis. Recent findings indicate that some RNA expressed
in peripheral blood cells is correlated with stroke. Additionally, some of those nucleic
acids differentiate the stroke cause (ischemic from hemorrhagic stroke) and its etiology
(cardioembolic, large vessel atherosclerotic, and small vessel lacunar stroke) [113]. Some
examples of those useful RNA are messenger RNA (mRNA) for arginase 1 (ARG1), lympho-
cyte antigen 96 (LY96), MMP9, s100 calcium-binding protein A12 (100A12), or chemokine
receptor 7 (CCR7) for ischemic stroke [114]; CREM, ZAK, and PEI1 for cardioembolic
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stroke and atrial fibrillation detection [115]; and CCL3, CCL4, HLA-DRB3, IGHA1, IL8 to
differentiate lacunar between non-lacunar stroke [116]. In addition, long noncoding RNAs
(lncRNAs) linc-SLC22A2 and linc-luo-1172 for ischemic stroke [117], and miR-125a-5p,
miR-125b-5p, and miR-143-3p microRNAs (miRNAs) for acute ischemic stroke [118] has
also been proposed. Furthermore, biomarkers associated with neuroimaging techniques
are also employed. From this perspective, the Alberta Stroke Program Early Computed
Tomography Score (ASPECTS) has been offered [119], a scoring system that assesses the
severity of brain tissue damage caused by reduced blood supply in the middle cerebral
artery (MCA) using noncontrast TC [120].

Regarding SCI biomarkers (Table 2), these molecules derivate from a disrupted blood-
spinal cord barrier (BSCB) and are produced as a consequence of the neuroinflammatory
processes or the regenerative efforts occurring during the subacute or chronic phases [120].
Some of the proposed biomarkers in SCI are zinc [121] for predicting functional prognosis,
and NSE [122], S100B [122,123], inter-alpha-trypsin inhibitor heavy chain H4 (ITIH4) [124],
apolipoprotein A1 (ApoA1) [124,125] and A4 (ApoA4), heat shock protein family B (HSPB1),
histones HIST1H1C and HIST1H1E [125], and albumin [126] to evaluate the degree of SCI
and, hence, its prognosis. In addition, some biomarkers stand out above the rest, such
as TNF-α [124,127], myelin basic protein (MBP) [124,127], protein kinase C (PKC), espe-
cially the gamma isoform (PKCγ) [128,129], glutathione (GSH) [130–132] or neurofilament
proteins (NFs) [127,130,133]. TNF-α is a proinflammatory cytokine described as a key
factor in the inflammatory response triggered during SCI. Consequently, it is responsible
for significant symptomatology, and therapeutic approaches to SCI have been developed
that involve the inhibition of this cytokine [134]. MBP, a structural protein of the myelin
sheaths of both CNS and peripheral nervous system (PNS), can be detected in organism
fluids when neuronal damage occurs, making it a valuable marker [135–137]. PKC is a
family of protein kinases with cellular signaling functions. The PKCγ isoform is expressed
exclusively in the spinal cord and brain since it is located in neurons, and it has been
associated with neuroinflammation in several CNS disorders. As a result, this isoform
has been studied as a biomarker of spinal cord and brain functional status [136,137]. GSH,
a cellular metabolism tripeptide, is involved in reducing oxidative stress. In the context
of SCI, its expression has been linked to the oxidative stress generated after the injury,
specifically with the efforts of the organisms to recover from the injury. Therefore, there has
been research into its up-regulating GSH as a potential treatment of SCI [130]. NF proteins
are major structural proteins of the cytoskeleton of neuronal axons. Consisting of three
subunits (neurofilament-light (NF-L), neurofilament-medium (NF-M), and neurofilament-
heavy (NF-H)), these proteins, similarly to MBPs, are released into fluids when neurons are
damaged during SCI. Consequently, they are excellent injury markers, given the deletion
of neurons that occurs during SCI [133,138].

Similarly to stroke, SCI can trigger alterations in miRNAs from exosomes, which
may serve as prognosis indicators for acute SCI [139]. Among these miRNAs are miR-
130a-3p [139], miR-152-3p [139,140], miR-125b-5p, miR-30b-5p [140], and miR-124-3p [140].
Ding and coworkers [140] have underscored the significance of evaluating these miRNAs
simultaneously, emphasizing the potential of this approach as a valuable diagnosis and
prognosis tool of SCI when compared to the analysis of a single miRNA. In addition to
miRNAs, other RNAs have been evaluated; for example, Salah et al. [141] concluded that
the increased expression levels of TP53INP2 mRNA, lncRNA-TSIX with the decreased
expression levels of miRNA-1283 have also been correlated with SCI.

Additionally, neuroimaging biomarkers could serve as a prognosis indicator of SCI.
For example, intramedullary lesion [142], iron deposition across the neuraxis [143], demyeli-
nation, microstructural changes [143,144], and brain volume changes [144] are measured
by MRI or apparent axonal volume [145] by diffusion basis spectrum imaging (DBSI) to
evaluate the patient’s spinal cord function.
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3.1.2. Techniques for Biomarkers Evaluation

In line with these biomarkers, several techniques have been developed for their
measurement and evaluation. In order to detect proteins such as CRP, BNP, NSE, or S100B,
the prevailing method is Enzyme-linked immunosorbent assay (ELISA) [145]. ELISA test is
an enzyme immunoassay (EIA) that leverages the specificity of antibodies (Ab) to detect and
bind specific targets with the catalytic properties of enzymes that amplify the signal [146].
In the conventional ELISA configuration, a capture Ab is immobilized onto a plastic 96-
well plate. This facilitates the capture of the biomarker, even with subsequent washing
steps. Afterward, samples or calibrators containing the biomarker are introduced into each
well of the plate. After incubation and washing stages, detection Ab, which is linked to
specific enzymes, is added to all wells. These Ab form complexes are known as “sandwich
complexes”, comprised of the well plate surface with the capture Ab, the biomarker, and
the detection Ab with enzymes. At this stage, any unbound detection Ab is removed
by washing, and the chromogenic substrate is added. The resulting product generated
is then quantified using a spectrophotometer or spectrofluorometer, as the magnitude
of the generated product is proportionate to the quantity of the present biomarker in
the sample [146,147]. Additional conventional methods for detecting protein biomarkers
include radioimmunoassay (RIA), fluorescent-based immunoassays (FIA), Western blot
(WB) analysis, and mass spectrometry [119,148].

Within the scope of RNA detection, techniques such as reverse transcription-polymerase
chain reaction (RT-PCR) or real-time RT-PCR (also called quantitative RT-PCR, qRT-PCR),
northern blot, and nuclease protection (NP) assays may be employed. Among these, PCR
analysis stands out as the most sensitive and established technique, even though they are
not devoid of challenges [149,150].

Conventional PCR capitalized on the inherent capability of DNA polymerase enzymes
to synthesize new DNA strands, utilizing a DNA template to complementarily fabricate the
new strand. The commonly employed enzyme for this purpose is Taq DNA polymerase.
Additionally, this technique employs specific primers to initiate the addition of required
first nucleotides, as these enzymes can only synthesize the DNA strand onto a preexisting
3º-OH group. Moreover, these primers facilitate the selection of the DNA region to be
copied and amplified via the hybridization phenomenon. As a result of the PCR reaction,
the selected region is copied in amplicons [151]. In RT-PCR, samples are pretreated using a
reverse transcriptase enzyme to retrotranscript RNA samples into single-stranded DNA;
this serves as the requisite material for subsequent conventional PCR reactions [152]. Finally,
in qRT-PCR or qPCR, the concentration of amplifying DNA is quantified in real time during
the reaction. This is achieved by utilizing fluorescent dyes that specifically bind to double-
stranded DNA. Consequently, the PCR products or amplicons are measured after each PCR
cycle. In this manner, the entire PCR reaction is continuously monitored until the plateau
phase is reached. Ultimately, DNA or retrotranscribed RNA samples are quantified using a
standard curve derived from a reference DNA [153,154].

Equally important are non-conventional approaches that are currently under inves-
tigation, as they hold the potential to surpass the performance of conventional methods
and introduce novel strategies for the management of stroke and SCI. In this framework,
noteworthy examples encompass antibody microarray (AbMAs) [16], electrochemical
immunosensors using screen-printed electrodes (SPEs) [123], nuclease protection ELISA
(NP-ELISA) [155], NP-sandwich hybridization [156]. AbMA techniques operate similarly
to the ELISA technique, but they offer distinct advantages. Notably, they enable minia-
turization, reducing the required sample volume. Furthermore, AbMA demonstrates
heightened sensitivity in biomarker detection [16]. Screen-printed electrodes (SPEs) serve
as essential instruments in electrochemical methodologies. In this context, the measured
signal is an electrical response that directly correlates with the biomarker concentration.
SPEs typically share a conceptual similarity with the ELISA technique by functionalizing
their surfaces with antibodies that specifically bind to the biomarker of interest. However,
unlike ELISA colorimetric detection, SPEs rely on biocatalytic mechanisms. This involves
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the conversion of certain particles or reagents into electrochemically measurable products,
a process that is directly proportional to the amount of captured biomarker het [123,157].
Lastly, in the mentioned NP approaches, the nuclease protection technique —a process
where an oligo probe binds to the target nucleic acid, shielding it from digestion—with
either ELISA or sandwich hybridization assays are combined. In NP-ELISA, a specialized
antibody linked to an enzyme attaches to the probe, and the enzyme initiates a reaction
with a substrate, producing a detectable signal directly proportional to the biomarker
concentration. Conversely, NP-sandwich hybridization employs a second probe labeled
with a distinct marker. Both probes collaborate to form a double-stranded complex, and
the measurement is based on the label of the second probe. These techniques enhance
specificity and detection capabilities in nucleic acid analysis [155].

The use of biomarkers involves certain limitations linked to different factors. One of
the main difficulties lies in the detection of interferences from other molecules in screening
assays, which can lead to false positive or false negative results. This error can be used by
cross-reactions with similar molecules or the presence of compounds that mask the signal
of the selected biomarker [158]. Another major challenge arises when there is no single
biomarker that can accurately identify a pathology. In addition, extrapolation of results
from animal models to humans poses problems due to biological differences between
species [159]. Therefore, the heterogeneity of many diseases emphasizes the importance
of investigating and identifying biomarkers that can effectively distinguish and classify
disease subtypes [159]. This strategy will lead to more accurate biomarkers, which in turn
will facilitate effective diagnosis and ultimately improve medical care.

3.2. Neuroimaging Technologies
3.2.1. Positron Emission Tomography

PET is based on the administration of a molecule labeled with a radioactive isotope,
i.e., a radioactive tracer, which has an affinity for a specific biological target. In this way, the
tracer is absorbed by the cells, depending on their metabolic activity, and accumulates in the
selected area of the body [160]. The positrons emitted by the tracer collide with the body’s
electrons, generating the emission of two high-energy photons in opposite directions. As a
result, the PET detectors record the path of the photons, and a three-dimensional image is
formed of the distribution and intensity of the metabolic activity of the tissue [161].

In the context of neuroinflammation, PET is able to detect and quantify the activity
of activated immune cells, microglia, and macrophages [162,163]. The radioactive tracer
used in the technique binds selectively to proteins or receptors overexpressed in these
activated immune cells [164]. In this case, the use of the 18 kDa translocator protein (TSPO)
present in the outer mitochondrial membrane and considered a marker of microglia and
macrophage activation stands out [165,166]. At the same time, other tracers have also
been studied to determine the activation of microglia and macrophages, which target
specific endocannabinoid receptors type 2 (CB2) [167]. These receptors are involved in
the regulation of different biological processes of the immune system and inflammatory
response, as well as in the modulation of neuroinflammation [168]. The tracers developed
have an affinity for CB2 receptors and allow the activity of these cells to be tracked and
quantified. In preclinical studies, it has been observed that CB2 receptor stimulation is
associated with a neuroprotective effect on brain cells and CNS inflammation [169–171].

However, PET has limitations in identifying individual cells and small areas of inflam-
mation [172].

3.2.2. Magnetic Resonance Imaging

MRI is an imaging technique that allows visualization of brain anatomy and can also
indicate the presence, location, and severity of an inflamed area of the brain [173]. MRI is
based on the principle of hydrogen nuclei, especially those present in water atoms that are
sensitive to magnetic fields and can emit detectable signals to magnetic field changes. In
addition, it uses powerful magnets and radiofrequency pulses to generate the images [174].
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In order to detect neuroinflammation, specific imaging sequences such as the T1-
weighted imaging sequence are used [175]. This makes it possible to observe changes in
tissue density and to determine the presence of brain atrophy [176]. In the case of the
T2-weighted sequence, the areas that retain water and present changes in proton density
are observed in a hypertensive manner, which can detect the presence of edema [177]. The
Fluid-Attenuated Inversion Recovery (FLAIR) sequence can eliminate the cerebrospinal
fluid signal, increasing the ability to visualize inflammatory lesions [178]. Finally, the
contrast enhancement sequence can identify areas of increased vascular permeability in the
case of acute inflammation or BBB involvement [179].

MRI is also used in combination with iron oxide nanoparticles to detect immune
cell activation [180]. The nanoparticles are introduced intravenously and internalized in
the target cells (macrophages and microglia) [181]. Then, changes are produced in the
magnetic properties of these cells that alter the local magnetic field, creating detectable
image signals and being captured by MRI [182]. The combination of both allows providing
high-resolution images and real-time tracking of immune cells, being less invasive than
other cell tracking techniques [180–182].

3.2.3. Cerebral Vascular Permeability Magnetic Resonance Imaging

Cerebral vascular permeability magnetic resonance imaging (PVC-MRI) is an ad-
vanced imaging technique that allows quantification and visualization of BBB permeability
in the brain [183]. The technique is based on the intravenous administration of param-
agnetic agents, gadolinium chelates, thus altering the behavior of water in the tissues.
Due to the interaction of the gadolinium chelates with the magnetic fields of the MRI,
detectable signals are generated in the images obtained [184]. In areas where the BBB is
more permeable, gadolinium contrasts leak into the extravascular space and accumulate in
the brain tissue. Therefore, the higher the BBB permeability, the more enhanced imaging
area is observed due to the accumulation of the paramagnetic agent [185]. PVC-MRI data
are obtained by dynamic imaging sequences, which provide insight into the temporal
evolution of gadolinium contrast in the brain [186]. These sequences provide information
on cerebral blood flow, contrast uptake by brain tissue, and the speed of contrast entry
and exit through the BBB [185,186]. Therefore, quantitative analysis of the images allows
calculation using pharmacokinetic modeling of MR signal intensities, permeability indices,
and temporal characteristics reflecting the integrity of the BBB and its response to inflam-
mation: extraction fraction, blood-brain transfer constant, and/or the permeability-surface
product [187,188].

3.2.4. Computed Tomography

CT is an imaging technique that uses X-rays to create cross-sectional or axial images of
internal body structures [189]. It is based on the differential absorption of these X-rays by
the body tissues, allowing high spatial resolution to be obtained and bone and soft tissue
structures to be detected. The X-ray detector is able to record the ray flux passed through
the tissues, converting this information into electrical signals. The electrical signals are
processed to create cross-sectional images or slices of the area of interest. When several
two-dimensional slices are combined, three-dimensional images are obtained [189–191].
In the context of neuroinflammation, it can detect focal brain lesions by observing areas
of increased density, indicating accumulation of inflammatory cells and edema. It can
also evaluate changes in skull bone density caused by chronic infections secondary to this
pathological process [192].

As specific CT techniques for neuroinflammation, contrast-enhanced CT stands out.
For this purpose, a highly radiodense iodinated contrast agent is administered, which
appears white on the X-ray images [192]. After administration, the iodinated agent high-
lights areas where there is increased vascular permeability and accumulates in inflamed
regions [193]. Therefore, an increase in contrast density in the subarachnoid space may
indicate the presence of increased contrast flow from the bloodstream to the subarachnoid



Curr. Issues Mol. Biol. 2023, 45 8567

space, showing a possible leakage of the BBB [194]. However, it is a less accurate technique
than PVC-MRI for determining BBB permeability. Iodinated contrast density can be influ-
enced by several factors: cerebral blood flow, cerebrospinal fluid circulation, variability
in contrast distribution, and/or possible influences of external factors [193–195]. CT an-
giography, which provides images of the cerebral vascular system and can detect vascular
anomalies related to neuroinflammation, such as vasculitis, arteriovenous malformations,
or cerebral aneurysms, also stands out. An iodinated contrast agent is also administered
for imaging [196].

3.2.5. Contrast-Enhanced Ultrasound

CEUS is a real-time imaging technique that uses contrast microbubbles, gas-filled
particles introduced intravenously that are able to circulate through the blood vessels.
These microbubbles act as sound reflectors due to their acoustic properties. The images are
generated by the presence of a transducer that emits high-frequency sound waves into the
tissue and receives the echo signals that are reflected [197].

In the case of neuroinflammation, the microbubbles interact with inflammatory
molecules, allowing visualization of the dynamics of inflammation and the changes gener-
ated in vascular permeability [11]. Specifically, microbubbles interact by reflecting sound
waves differently, producing an acoustic signal change in the inflamed tissues compared to
the surrounding tissues. This translates into ultrasound imaging that allows the detection
of neuroinflammation [198,199]. Unlike PET and CT, it is a non-invasive technique that,
in addition, does not use ionizing radiation. However, it has limitations regarding the
depth to which it can penetrate the brain tissue, which may hinder its detection [197]. How-
ever, there are alternative approaches that may help to overcome these limitations. One
option is the use of transcranial ultrasound, which involves the application of ultrasonic
transducers (devices for generating and receiving high-frequency sound waves) directly
onto the skull [200]. This facilitates the detection of neuroinflammation in deeper regions.
In other scenarios, the ultrasound technique is integrated with other imaging modalities,
such as MRI or PET, broadening the spectrum of available information and enabling a
comprehensive assessment [177]. Moreover, the application of advanced image processing
algorithms enhances the ability to detect and interpret brain ultrasound findings [201].
Nevertheless, research in this field is continuously evolving to give rise to more advanced
and precise techniques for the detection of neuroinflammation using ultrasound.

4. Treatment Techniques
4.1. Electrical Stimulation

Electrical stimulation (ES) is a technique based on the controlled application of electri-
cal currents through the body, tissue, or specific structures, influencing the electrical activity
of cells and tissues [202]. In the case of low-frequency ES, electrical currents of low intensity
and frequency of 0.1 to 1000 hertz (Hz) are applied, being frequently used in those with
a frequency of 0.1 to 100 Hz [203]. High-frequency electrical stimulation is based on the
application of electrical currents with a high frequency in the kilohertz (kHz) or megahertz
(MHz) range [202]. The frequency used varies depending on the study and contextual
objective. It is important to note that its specific mechanism may vary according to the
type of stimulation and inflammatory context. It is, therefore, important to understand
the underlying mechanisms and to determine the optimal conditions for the application of
these forms of stimulation in clinical contexts.

The use of electrical signals has demonstrated findings that highlight the potential
of electrical stimulation as a strategy to regulate microglial function and inflammatory
response [204]. These are capable of modulating neuronal activity in the context of neu-
roinflammation through different mechanisms. Thus, by modulating neuronal activity,
they are able to regulate the release of proinflammatory factors that, in turn, affect glial
cell activation and function [17]. This could prove to be an important application for the
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treatment not only of neuroinflammation but also for the correct functioning of cognitive,
sensory, and motor functions.

On the one hand, it has been observed that the use of an electrical signal causes
reorganization of the cytoskeleton in nerve and glial cells as an adaptive response to
the electrical stimulus [205] with a predominance of low frequency and ramp wave cur-
rents [17]. Polarity changes cause alterations in the distribution of cytoskeletal proteins,
including microtubules, microfilaments, and intermediate actin filaments [206]. These
changes are related to the ability of nerve and glial cells to alter their shape, reorganize
their connections, and migrate to areas of inflammation and neuronal damage [207]. In
addition, the reorganization of these microtubules and microfilaments in neuronal den-
drites affects the distribution of cell membrane receptors and, therefore, the efficiency of
synaptic transmission [17,208]. All this could modulate interneural communication and,
consequently, the neuroinflammatory response.

In turn, it has been shown to have a significant impact on cellular metabolism for
energy production and in the regulation of metabolic homeostasis [209]. ES increases
energy demand and the concentration of metabolic substrates, causing changes in energy
production pathways and lipid and glucose metabolism [210]. All this causes the activation
of the AMPK pathway responsible for regulating energy homeostasis, catabolism, and lipid
and protein synthesis [211]. Consequently, a series of biochemical and molecular responses
are produced, capable of modulating oxidative activity and ROS production, achieving a
redox balance between ROS production and elimination [212].

In addition, alteration of ion channels contributes to changes in neuronal excitabil-
ity [213]. Calcium (Ca2+) channels play an essential role, and their hyperactivity contributes
to increased excitability [214]. These channels produce the release of neurotransmitters
at the synapse, as well as calcium signaling that produces the activation of glial cells and
the release of proinflammatory factors [213]. In this context, Yang et al. demonstrated that
high-frequency electrical stimulation reduces the release of neuroinflammatory mediators
by activated sensory neurons in mouse neuronal cells [215]. Furthermore, the application
of ES involves the regulation of excitability and electrical signal transmission between
neurons through changes in their transmembrane potential by generating ion flux through
Ca2+ ion channels [215]. In this way, ES can produce changes and reestablish the balance
of membrane potentials and intracellular calcium signaling [213–216]. These actions can
regulate the release of neurotransmitters such as glutamate and gamma-aminobutyric acid
(GABA) [217]. It can also cause an increase in neurotrophic factors such as brain-derived
neurotrophic factor (BDNF), mediating the release of proinflammatory factors and synaptic
plasticity [218]. In addition, the increase in neurotrophic factors facilitates the formation of
new synaptic connections and neuronal adaptation.

After tissue damage, the immune system relies on phagocytosis to remove the altered
structures, making it an essential process. Microglial phagocytosis interconnects processes
related to the inflammatory response when the latter is not regulated and in balance [219].
This results in chronic activation of microglia and continuous release of pro-inflammatory
molecules, contributing to neuronal damage [220]. Therefore, the control of this process in
a regulated and efficient manner would contribute to the attenuation of the inflammatory
response and the elimination of inflammatory stimuli [215]. The application of ES has
shown that it can increase the phagocytosis capacity of microglial cells, making them more
efficient in recognizing and degrading harmful particles or pathogens [221]. In this way,
the capacity to use resources that favor tissue regeneration is promoted. In this sense,
the study by Lennikov et al. showed that in mouse microglial cells treated with low-
frequency rectangular wave ES, there was a decrease in phagocytosis, while with ramp
waves, phagocytosis was inhibited [17].

Furthermore, it is essential to recognize that the influence of ES is not limited only to
the reduction in neuroinflammation. In the context of SCI, the application of electric fields
plays a crucial role in the regeneration of the affected neural pathways [222]. In this sense, its
effect extends to the rehabilitation of damaged ascending and descending connections [223].
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ES also contributes significantly to the recovery of neural function. Specifically, in cases of
SCI, a remarkable participation in the regeneration of spinal tissue through remyelination
is observed [224]. This process is achieved by decreasing the activity of reactive glial
cells [222]. At the same time, the migration of cells specialized in the production of myelin,
called oligodendrocytes, to the lesion area is promoted. This migration is combined with an
increase in the effectiveness of the transformation of precursor cells into fully differentiated
oligodendrocytes [225]. In the case of stroke, ES can modulate and recover the affected
areas by the brain injury. This acts as a key element in neurological rehabilitation [226]. It
contributes substantially to the restoration of impaired brain functions and the promotion of
neuronal plasticity in damaged regions. A crucial aspect is its influence on the remodeling
of affected neuronal connections [227]. ES facilitates the reorganization of neural networks,
which may allow unaffected parts of the brain to take over some of the lost functions. This
is especially relevant in the recovery of motor and cognitive function in patients who have
suffered a stroke. In addition, ES promotes neuroplasticity in response to injury [226]. This
is achieved by influencing the release of neurotransmitters and modulation of neuronal
activity in the affected areas [228]. These changes at the cellular and synaptic levels facilitate
the recovery of brain functions and contribute to the patient’s rehabilitation [228].

Therefore, ES is a promising treatment technique for neuroinflammation since it is
capable of modulating neuronal activity, reorganizing the cytoskeleton [205], influencing
cellular metabolism, regulating ion channels [214] and the release of neurotransmitters [217]
and neurotrophic factors [71] (Figure 4). In this way, it has an integral impact on the release
of proinflammatory factors and activation of hyperactive glial cells and, consequently,
on the neuroinflammatory response in pathological conditions, on the reorganization of
neuronal networks, and on brain plasticity [226].
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The application of ES in the treatment of neuroinflammation entails challenges and
limitations that must be addressed. Despite promising initial results, it is important to note
that both the heterogeneity of neuroinflammation processes and the variability in patient
response introduce substantial technical challenges. The challenges underscore the need
for precise targeting of ES to specific brain areas, which in turn highlights the necessity of
standardizing treatment protocols in such a diverse field [204]. Furthermore, the potential
emergence of unwanted side effects must be comprehended for proper management. Given
the ongoing evolution of this field, continuous research is required to thoroughly assess the
effectiveness and clinical application of ES in the context of neuroinflammation [206,209].
This involves not only evaluating clinical outcomes but also delving into the underlying
mechanisms at the molecular and cellular levels to understand the scope and limitations of
this therapeutic modality.

4.2. Bionanomaterials

Nanoparticles have emerged as a promising tool, especially for the treatment of
neuroinflammation-related disorders. Nanoparticles are structures with dimensions within
the nanometer scale, which allows them to overcome biological barriers and selective
penetration into specific brain areas. They also have the capacity to encapsulate and release
therapeutic agents in a controlled manner [229]. In turn, each type of nanoparticle possesses
unique properties that make them suitable for different applications in the treatment of
neuroinflammation and reduce unwanted side effects.

The mechanism of action of nanoparticles in the treatment of neuroinflammation
involves several key steps:

- Drug loading: takes place in the interior or membrane, depending on the solubility of
the drugs. It involves the encapsulation of hydrophobic or hydrophilic therapeutic
agents. For this, it is necessary to select the most suitable nanoparticle for the ap-
plication, which depends on factors such as the chemical naturalization of the drug,
the desired release, and the mechanism of administration [230]. The loading method
chosen depends on the solubility and properties of the therapeutic agent:

o Dissolution and diffusion method: For hydrophobic drugs. Dissolution occurs
in the lipid core or polymer matrix during the manufacture of the nanoparti-
cle [231].

o Encapsulation method: For hydrophilic drugs, which are encapsulated in the
aqueous core. For this, the drug and the nanoparticle material are emulsified
in an organic solvent, and then the solvent is removed [232].

o Surface adsorption: For small molecules or substances with an affinity for
the surface of the nanoparticle material. The drug is adsorbed directly on the
surface [232].

o Physical methods: Co-precipitation involves the simultaneous formation of
nanoparticles and drug precipitates within the nanoparticles during a physical
or chemical process [233]. Freeze-drying is based on rapid freezing followed
by the removal of the solvent by vacuum sublimation. It is especially useful in
thermosensitive drugs as it avoids exposure to high temperatures and produces
nanoparticles with high stability and long shelf life [234].

- Administration: Generally, they are administered via intravenous or local injection
into the area affected by neuroinflammation [19].

- Targeting of inflamed areas: They are specifically designed to target an area of the brain
affected by neuroinflammation to increase treatment efficacy and reduce potential side
effects. To this end, the nanoparticle surface is functionalized with specific markers
that may include proteins, receptors, or adhesion molecules that are expressed in
greater quantities on inflammatory cells [19]. For this purpose, the nanoparticle
surface is modified with ligands or antibodies that recognize receptors expressed on
inflammatory cells or BBB vessel endothelium. After binding to inflammatory cells,
they are internalized through endocytosis processes [235].
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- Controlled release: Drug release is performed gradually to prolong the therapeutic
effect and reduce the need for frequent dosing. It is accomplished via modification of
the nanoparticle matrix, selection of specific polymers, or surface engineering [236].
The release can be sustained or targeted to a specific response in the body. In the
case of sustained release, the aim is to maintain a constant and effective concentration
of therapeutic agents at the site of action over a prolonged period [237]. In targeted
release, the specific delivery of a therapeutic agent to a precise and selective target in
the body is sought [236,237].

- Anti-inflammatory action: Released drugs act on inflammatory cells, reducing the
response. They can inhibit the production of proinflammatory cytokines using anti-
inflammatory drugs or specific molecules that block cytokine signaling [238], such
as TNF-α inhibitors [238]. Free radicals can also be neutralized by encapsulating
antioxidants or free radical scavengers, such as vitamin E or vitamin C, reducing
oxidative stress and protecting cells and tissues [239]. In turn, the activity of immune
cells can also be modulated by immunomodulating agents that regulate the immune
response, such as corticosteroids [240].

- Biodegradation: They are broken down into non-toxic products and eliminated from
the body naturally. Biodegradation can take place using different mechanisms: hydrol-
ysis, hepatic metabolism, phagocytosis by phagocytic cells, and lipid exchange [241].

Nanoparticle Types

- Lipid nanoparticles: are a type of bionanomaterial composed of a lipid bilayer sur-
rounding an aqueous or lipid core, forming a membrane-like structure surrounding
the drug core. They are usually between 0.05 and 5 nanometers in size, allowing them
to be administered at the cellular and subcellular levels [242]. The advantage of this
type of nanoparticles is that they are insoluble in water, so they can be encapsulated
in the lipid core of the nanoparticles, increasing solubility and bioavailability [243]. In
addition, degradation in the biological environment is avoided, and their stability is
improved [229].

o Liposomes: Lipid vesicles that are composed of a lipid bilayer surrounding an
internal water cavity. The bilayer is composed of two layers of lipid molecules,
with lipid tail structures towards the center and the heads towards the outside.
This type of amphiphilic structure allows liposomes to be compatible with
hydrophobic and hydrophilic substances. Depending on the manufacturing
conditions and composition, different types of liposomes can be obtained.
Unimamellar liposomes (LUV) are used for gene therapy, multi-mamellar
liposomes (MLV) are used for research and pharmaceutical applications with
high drug loads, and finally, miscellaneous liposomes are used for the release
of drugs at different rates or locations within the organism [244,245].

o Lipid micelles: Nanometric structures formed by lipid molecules arranged
in the form of micelles. They do not have an internal aqueous cavity since
the lipid heads are oriented outward and the lipid tails inward in a spherical
structure [246].

- Polymeric nanoparticles: Colloidal systems composed of polymers. They are manufac-
tured using different methods, such as emulsification, solvent evaporation, emulsion
polymerization, and nanoprecipitation [229,247]. Their size usually does not exceed
100 nanometers. Polyethylene glycol (PEG) nanoparticles are used to improve the
stability and bioavailability of neuroinflammation-related drugs [248]. The advantage
they offer is the ability to synthesize them with precise and controlled sizes, ensuring
uniform size distribution, as well as their high biocompatibility.

o PEG-coated gold nanoparticles: Ability to cross the BBB [248].
o PEG-coated dendrimer nanoparticles: Dendrimers are branched polymers

that, when coated with PEG, improve their circulation properties and reduce
immunogenicity, facilitating their arrival in the brain [249].
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o Poly(lactide-co-glycolic) (PLGA) nanoparticles coated with PEG: PLGA has
a great capacity to degrade into biocompatible products and be eliminated
naturally by the body, reducing toxicity and gradual release of the encapsulated
drug. Being PEG-coated increases their stability and time in circulation [250].

o PEG-coated liposomes and micelles: Lipid vesicles that the PEG coating makes
them more stable [245].

o Hydrogel nanoparticles: Composed of hydrophilic polymers such as PEG or
arginine, which are chemically cross-linked to form a three-dimensional net-
work structure. Significant amounts of water are retained within the network,
conferring gel-like properties [251].

- Iron oxide nanoparticles (NPOH): Composed of iron oxide crystals, generally mag-
netite (FE3O4). Their diameter can vary depending on the desired application but
never exceeds the nanometer scale [252]. Due to their high magnetic susceptibility,
they can interact with external magnetic fields, which makes them useful in medical
imaging applications by generating intense MRI signals, as well as in magnetic hyper-
thermia therapy, inducing inflammatory cell death, or activating therapies in combi-
nation with controlled drug release [253]. In addition, they can also be functionalized
with antibodies or specific molecules to detect biomarkers of neuroinflammation, thus
enabling early identification of inflammation and monitoring of the response to such
treatments [253,254].

o Super magnetic iron oxide nanoparticles (SPIONs): Used in MR techniques
to visualize areas of brain inflammation and diagnosis of neuroinflammatory
diseases [255].

o Multifunctional iron oxide nanoparticles: Controlled release of anti-inflammatory
drugs or magnetic hyperthermia [256].

o Lipid-coated iron oxide nanoparticles: Encapsulation and delivery of drugs
into the brain in a controlled and stable manner [253,256].

o Iron oxide nanoparticles for gene transport: Delivery of therapeutic genes to
areas of brain inflammation. Functionalized with DNA or RNA sequences that
regulate the expression of genes involved in neuroinflammation [256].

- Silica nanoparticles (SNP): Nanoparticles composed mainly of silicon dioxide (SiO2)
that can be synthesized as spheres, nanocapsules, nanotubes, and/or complex struc-
tures. The internal structure of NPS can be porous or non-porous, depending on
the desired application. Their main advantage is the ability to combine diagnos-
tics and therapy by being able to function as contrast agents and therapy delivery
simultaneously [257,258].

o Mesoporous silica nanoparticles (MSN): They present a porous structure with
internal channels that allow for greater drug loading capacity and sustained
release [259].

o Silica nanoparticles functionalized with antibodies or peptides: Allows specific
binding to biomarkers or cells [260].

o Magnetic silica nanoparticles: Contain an iron oxide core coated with silica,
which allows them to be guided to areas of the brain by means of external
magnetic fields [260].

o Antioxidant-loaded silica nanoparticles: To combat oxidative damage.
o Silica nanoparticles with imaging agents: Incorporate fluor surfactants or

contrast agents for MRI [261].
o Multifunctional silica nanoparticles: Combine several features [257].

- Protein nanoparticles: Composed mainly of proteins or peptides that can be natural
or specifically designed for the application. Their size generally ranges from 1 to
100 nanometers, and their morphology can be spherical, nanotubes, or vesicles [262].

o Albumin nanoparticles: Biocompatible and long circulation half-life [263].
o High-density lipoprotein (HDL) nanoparticles: Cross the BBB [264].
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o Functionalized peptide nanoparticles: Precise delivery of therapeutic agent
and reduction in side effects [262].

o Immunoglobulin G (IgG) nanoparticles: Modulation of immune response in
CSN [265].

The variety of nanoparticles available, such as lipid, polymeric, iron oxide, silica, and
protein nanoparticles, offers a broad selection of therapeutic and strategic options for the
treatment of neuroinflammation [260]. Not to be forgotten is the secondary relationship
between the use of nanoparticles and the improvement in motor function. The encapsu-
lation of anti-inflammatory therapeutic agents and their controlled delivery to the site
of action can help attenuate inflammation and consequently improve motor function by
protecting nerve cells and surrounding tissues. In addition, nanoparticles have the capacity
to promote neural regeneration when engineered to carry growth factors, neuropeptides,
or genetic material (RNA or DNA). This stimulates the growth and differentiation of nerve
cells, relevant when there is a need for regeneration of damaged neurons or reconnection
of disrupted neural circuits.

Bionanomaterials, within the realm of neuroinflammation treatment, present a highly
auspicious perspective. However, it is imperative to acknowledge that their development
and application confront challenges and limitations. Primarily, the BBB stands as an imped-
iment to the selective and secure penetration of bionanomaterials into cerebral tissue [266].
Moreover, it is of paramount importance to address the potential interactions with neuronal
cells and assess the biocompatibility of the nanomaterials [267]. Conversely, attaining
therapeutic efficacy necessitates tackling the intricacy of achieving uniform distribution
and protracted retention of bionanomaterial within cerebral tissue, a milieu inherently
characterized by dynamism [266,268]. Notwithstanding these hurdles, it is necessary to un-
derscore that bionanomaterials present a highly promising avenue for neuroinflammation
treatment. As research and development continue to advance in this field, it is likely that
significant improvements in treatment efficacy and a concomitant reduction in unwanted
side effects will be seen.

5. Future Perspective

Neuroinflammation is an immune-mediated phenomenon characterized by an inflam-
matory response in the CSN that is postulated to be a critical component in the pathogenesis
and progression of CSI and stroke [1,5,6]. This process is triggered by a variety of stimuli,
including trauma, ischemia, hemorrhage, and pathological triggers that can exert both
beneficial and detrimental effects. In the context of SCI, the exacerbated inflammatory re-
sponse seems to lead to glial scar formation and inhibition of neuronal regeneration [68,69].
This contributes to the deterioration of neurological and motor functions and, in the long
term, to the patients’ disability [57]. Like stroke, neuroinflammation is associated with the
extension of brain damage, which aggravates brain edema, excitotoxicity, and neuronal
apoptosis, contributing to post-stroke sequelae [39,44,45]. Therefore, the mechanisms of
neuroinflammation must be understood and investigated to carry out diagnostic and ther-
apeutic approaches that can modulate this response in a selective and beneficial manner
for patients.

Despite notable advances in the development of neuroimaging and biomarker-based
diagnostic techniques in the context of neuroinflammation, there is a need to focus research
on the evolution of specific biomarkers and the implementation of real-time neuroimaging
techniques to understand the complex dynamics of neuroinflammation. This will enable
early and accurate detection, which in turn will facilitate more timely and personalized
treatment. The integration of clinical and neuroimaging data through the application of
artificial intelligence (AI) emerges as a key tool in the analysis of complex data, identifying
subtle patterns, and predicting therapeutic responses with greater accuracy. This synergy
provides a comprehensive view of the effects of neuroinflammation on brain anatomy and
function [179,183,184].
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In the same vein, considerable limitations and challenges have been identified in
current therapies for neuroinflammation, particularly in relation to the use of bionanomate-
rials and ES. The field of bionanomaterials occupies a pivotal role in the design of highly
biocompatible and targeted therapies for the CNS [269]. The study of these materials and
nanotechnology will allow the fabrication of bionanomaterials with specific properties that
interact optimally with each patient, as well as bioactive nanomaterials, to promote regen-
eration and repair of damaged tissues [270]. The study of the interaction of these materials
with brain cells and their impact on immune responses represents an essential component
to ensure the safety and efficacy of such treatments [271]. In addition, ES is a target for
intensive research due to its potential to modulate neuronal activity [17]. Consequently, the
optimization of stimulation parameters (frequency, intensity, and duration) is imperative to
maximize therapeutic results and minimize possible adverse effects [17,222]. The develop-
ment of more advanced devices capable of providing specific and precise brain stimulation
has become an unavoidable priority. Furthermore, it is of utmost importance to discern the
effects of ES on the brain immune response and its consequent implication on safety and
therapeutic efficacy. The combined therapeutic strategy, involving the amalgamation of ES
with other therapeutic agents, remains an ongoing and effective research approach for the
treatment of this type of pathology.

Finally, future research in this field could lead to significant advances in the prevention
and treatment of spinal cord injury and stroke, thus improving the quality of life of patients
(Table 3).

Table 3. SWOT analysis for the study, treatment, or management of neuroinflammatory conditions.

Neuroinflammation

Strengths Opportunities

Present in many neurological diseases such as stroke and SCI.
Detectable peripheral biomarkers aid in the diagnosis.
Neuroimaging techniques can be employed in its diagnosis.
Specific therapeutic options.

Development of new diagnostics techniques, such as AbMAs
or SPEs.
Development of new therapies, such as ES therapy.
Development of new treatments, such as biomaterials.
Research in this field is growing.

Weaknesses Threats

Research in specific fields is required.
A complex process involving many cell types and
signaling pathways.
Limited treatment options.
Invasive techniques may be required.
Late diagnosticated.

Limited fundings.
Studies with humans may provide ethical dilemmas.
Studies with animals may not be extrapolated.
Regulatory agencies can slow down treatment and
therapies development.
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