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Abstract: The aim of this review is to present the state-of-the art achievements reported in the last
two decades in the field of pulsed laser deposition (PLD) of biocompatible calcium phosphate (CaP)-
based coatings for medical implants, with an emphasis on their in vivo biological performances.
There are studies in the dedicated literature on the in vivo testing of CaP-based coatings (especially
hydroxyapatite, HA) synthesized by many physical vapor deposition methods, but only a few of
them addressed the PLD technique. Therefore, a brief description of the PLD technique, along with
some information on the currently used substrates for the synthesis of CaP-based structures, and a
short presentation of the advantages of using various animal and human implant models will be
provided. For an in-depth in vivo assessment of both synthetic and biological-derived CaP-based
PLD coatings, a special attention will be dedicated to the results obtained by standardized and micro-
radiographies, (micro) computed tomography and histomorphometry, tomodensitometry, histology,
scanning and transmission electron microscopies, and mechanical testing. One main specific result of
the in vivo analyzed studies is related to the demonstrated superior osseointegration characteristics
of the metallic (generally Ti) implants functionalized with CaP-based coatings when compared to
simple (control) Ti ones, which are considered as the “gold standard” for implantological applications.
Thus, all such important in vivo outcomes were gathered, compiled and thoroughly discussed both to
clearly understand the current status of this research domain, and to be able to advance perspectives
of these synthetic and biological-derived CaP coatings for future clinical applications.

Keywords: calcium phosphate-based coatings; synthetic and natural hydroxyapatite; pulsed laser
deposition; in vivo testing; biomedical applications

1. Introduction

The biomedical domain has witnessed over the last decades a significant development
due to an extensive demand for a wide variety of implants, grafts, and/or scaffolds.
The bone tissue engineering field has therefore expanded to be able to address a wide
spectrum of bone-related injuries and offer viable and efficient solutions. This is mainly
achieved by combining the properties of bioactive materials and cells for an improved and
faster bone tissue ingrowth. Implants’ surface functionalization and modification with
performant bioactive materials is of high interest as it provides various possibilities to
modify the surface properties of biomaterials to make them suitable for specific medical
applications. This technology is currently applied both for the prevention of failure and
the prolongation of the bone implants’ life [1]. The fabrication of resistant implants able to
bypass the difficulties related to their rejection from the living bodies is therefore of huge
research interest. It is important to note that the global market for implantable medical
devices was valued at $72,265 million in 2015 and foreseen to attain $116,300 million in
2022 [2].

Calcium phosphates (CaP) represent the main inorganic component of bone tis-
sues [3]. They are the most utilized bioceramics in the medical field (i.e., orthopedics and
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dentistry [4–7]), as coatings for a wide range of metallic implants [8]. In the last few decades,
research emphasis was put on hydroxyapatite (HA), which is the most frequently used
CaP due to some interesting characteristics, such as its role as scaffold for osteogenic differ-
entiation [9] and its capacity to stimulate and accelerate new bone formation around
implants [10–12]. One should note that there are currently two ways to obtain HA:
the first one uses inorganic synthesis by different chemical routes (i.e., hydrothermal [13],
co-precipitation [14], or sol–gel [15]). In the case of hydrothermal method, the synthesis
temperature is relatively low, and the reaction conditions are moderate. The obtained prod-
ucts have high crystallinity, high purity, and controllable shape and size [16]. The chemical
precipitation of nano-sized powders from salt solutions allows for the rapid synthesis
of large amounts of material in a controlled manner [17]. The sol–gel process is a wet
chemical method that involves atomic level molecular mixing, and provides good control
over the composition and chemical homogeneity [18]. It should be emphasized that some
of these approaches imply the use of complex processes, which could generate pollu-
tant chemical wastes. Moreover, the composition of synthetic CaP is more complex than
the one of biological-derived apatites due to both multiple lattice substitutions and the
presence of ion vacancies [19]. As a consequence, a good alternative to classical chemi-
cal routes (i.e., extraction from renewable CaP resources) was introduced. One should
note that the most important primary natural reservoirs of CaP are either bones (of mam-
malian [20,21] or fish [22,23] origin) or biogenic sources (egg-shells [24], mussel shells [25],
or marine shells [26]). Unfortunately, these are generally treated as food industry wastes
only [27]. Besides its low production cost, another great advantage of this fabrication route
is the preservation of compositional and structural properties of the source material [28].
Furthermore, these as-fabricated biological-derived HA (BioHA) materials are well-suited
to achieve a perfect synergy with the biological media due to their content in trace ele-
ments [4,8]. These elements have a determining role in the proper adjustment of biological
properties (i.e., solubility, surface chemistry, and morphology), to keep compatible with
the natural human bone [5,29]. As compared to chemically-synthesized HA, BioHA has
different composition, stoichiometry, degree of crystallinity, degradation rate, and overall
biological performance. From the biomimetic point of view, BioHA materials are more
appropriate than synthetic HA to repair the skeletal system. It was reported that HA
obtained from renewable, low-cost resources (i.e., animal or fish bones and egg-shells)
can lead to physical-chemical characteristics and biological response comparable or even
improved than those obtained in the case of synthetic ones, due to their resemblance with
bone apatite [30,31]. The conversion of these by-products into HA is envisaged both as
a strategy for wastes management and an economically feasible approach to reduce the
overall costs for HA production. As compared to synthetic HA, the osseoconduction speed
of BioHA takes place more rapid due to its higher solubility and content of Mg2+ and
Na+ ions. It is very important to note that these elements are generally implicated in the
process of bone remodeling [32]. A detailed comparison between BioHA and synthetic HA
materials can be found in Ref. [33].

In contrast to their excellent bone regeneration properties, CaP-based materials are
brittle in bulk [34] (the brittle nature being in relation with their primary ionic bonds [3]),
and characterized by poor mechanical properties. Their low impact resistance and tensile
strength [35] represent critical drawbacks, which limit their wider clinical applications.
However, the compressive strength value is rather good, exceeding that of the bone [35].
In general, an implant is fabricated from Ti or its medical-grade alloys. Despite their
improved mechanical characteristics, Ti implants are characterized by low osseointegration
rates. To overcome these shortcomings, HA can be used as a coating for Ti implants.
This way, a combination between the ceramic’s bioactivity and the metallic substrate’s
mechanical performances is attained [34,36]. To even accelerate coatings’ osteoinduction
and biomechanical fixation to the metallic substrate, some additions or HA doping with
different ion concentrations were also reported [7,8]. Besides orthopedic prostheses and
dental implants, HA coatings are currently being deposited also on (macro) porous scaf-
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folds, thus expanding their applications towards bone regeneration therapies. Next to CaP,
another important class of bioactive materials is represented by bioglasses (BG) [37,38],
that demonstrated excellent osteointegrative characteristics in bulk form. Metallic implants’
functionalization with BG coatings can be considered a good alternative for rapid bone
reparation and regeneration [39].

In the field of thin film growth, the PLD method proved to be a simple, versatile, fast-
processing, and cost-effective technique, which allows for a precise control over the growth
rate and morphology to fabricate high-quality coatings [40,41]. In the case of CaP-based
biomaterials, one of the most important and enabling characteristics of this technique is its
capability to grow stoichiometric films [41]. This is mainly due to a high ablation rate that
causes the evaporation of all elements at the same time [42]. The deposition temperature,
substrate position, or background pressure can be independently controlled for the ease
tailoring of the crystallinity, chemical composition, thickness and/or surface roughness of
the fabricated structures [40]. One should emphasize upon that both film thickness and
composition nonuniformity over high surface areas are two important drawbacks of the
PLD technique, which can be fortunately overcome using special experimental set-ups
(i.e., laser beam rastering over large diameter targets) [43]. In this respect, excimer lasers
represent one economical choice for large-area commercial scale-up of the PLD process,
advancing this technique as a viable alternative for future industrial applications [41].

There are studies in the dedicated literature on the in vivo testing of CaP-based
coatings (especially HA) synthesized by many physical vapor deposition methods as
alternatives to plasma spraying (PS), but only a few of them addressed the PLD technique.
Moreover, to the best of my knowledge, there are no any review papers to summarize all
the efforts dedicated in this direction, and the main objective of this review is to fill in this
gap of knowledge. Therefore, the current review is focused on the gathering, compilation,
and thoroughly discussion of the in vivo results pertaining to the studies reported in the
last two decades on either synthetic or biological-derived CaP coatings only, synthesized
by PLD technique, for various medical applications.

2. Search Strategy
2.1. Study Selection

A comprehensive literature search in the Web of Science (https://apps.webofknowledge.
com/) database up to 11 December 2020, was carried out. The search included both animal-
and human-related studies, and only the publications written in English were considered.
The applied search strategy was: (“in vivo” [Topic], “Ti implants” [Topic], AND “Pulsed
laser deposition” [Topic]), OR (“hydroxyapatite coatings” [Topic], “in vivo” [Topic] AND
“Pulsed laser deposition” [Topic]), OR (“hydroxyapatite” [Topic], “Pulsed laser deposition”
[Topic], AND “patient” [Topic]), OR (“hydroxyapatite” [Topic], “in vivo” [Topic] AND
“Laser” [Topic]), OR (“hydroxylapatite” [Topic], “osseointegration” [Topic], AND “KrF
laser” [Topic]), OR (“hydroxyapatite” [Topic], “osteoconduction” [Topic], AND “laser”
[Topic]), OR (“calcium phosphate” [Topic], “in vivo” [Topic], AND “Pulsed laser deposi-
tion” [Topic]), OR (“calcium phosphate” [Topic], “in vivo” [Topic], AND “osseointegra-
tion” [Topic]).

2.2. Inclusion of Studies

These searches resulted in the identification of more than 700 studies. These titles
were initially screened for possible inclusion, resulting in further consideration of approxi-
matively 100 publications. A careful screening of the abstracts led to 40 full-text articles.
Considering the aim of this review, less than half of these articles (i.e., 15) met the inclusion
criteria and were chosen and assessed in detail, and parts of the reported results were
included and discussed in the present review.

https://apps.webofknowledge.com/
https://apps.webofknowledge.com/
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3. Pulsed Laser Deposition Technique

Bioceramic coatings are currently used for various biomedical applications [9] to
modify the implant surface (by increasing its surface roughness), to promote osseoin-
tegration. Nowadays, PS is the only industrial technology used for coating dental and
orthopedic implants with CaP materials. In this respect, in the dedicated literature there
are numerous and very interesting research works that point out and critically evaluate
the physical-chemical and biological characteristics of the structures fabricated by this
technique, along with their clinical performances [44,45]. The CaP-based coatings fabri-
cated by conventional thermal PS onto medical implants function as an intermediate layer
between the tissues and the metallic implants [46]. Despite its wide commercial availability,
this technique still has some drawbacks, such as: (i) the synthesized coatings generally
consist of several phases (i.e., β-TCP forms at 1200 ◦C, and it transforms into TTCP at
T > 1400 ◦C); (ii) at higher synthesis temperatures, the negative influence of the mismatch
between the thermal expansion coefficients of HA and TCP and the ones corresponding
to Ti-based alloys (11–15 × 10−6 cm/(cm·K) vs. 8–10 × 10−6 cm/(cm·K), respectively),
limit the obtaining of good CaP coatings onto metallic substrates [47]; (iii) it supplies very
thick structures with low adherence to the substrate (because the coatings’ tensile stresses
have a greater tendency to initiate cracks and cause film delamination [47]); (iv) surface
morphology, phase composition, or uniformity of crystallization [32,48] are difficult to be
controlled; and (v) it is a line-of-sight method [3]. Therefore, no coating technique can be
considered perfect and all these drawbacks gradually supported research efforts focused
on the introduction of various, alternative coating techniques to PS (i.e., radio frequency
magnetron sputtering, PLD, electrochemical deposition, etc.) [1,3,7,8,11]. Among these,
PLD technique is worth mentioning due to some important advantages over PS method,
such as: (i) a much faster surface deposition process; (ii) a stoichiometric transfer of the ma-
terial’s composition from the target in the synthesized coating; (iii) a better morphological
and compositional uniformity; (iv) a lower porosity; (v) precise thickness control; (vi) effec-
tiveness for coating small implants, with complex shapes; (vii) a decreased tendency of the
synthesized structures to crack or delaminate; and, very important, (viii) a high adherence
to the metallic substrate [1,49]. In the biomedical field, for the fabrication of CaP-based
coatings for bone implant applications, one of the most applied plasma-assisted methods
is PLD [7]. This technique is able to fabricate dense and extremely adherent films. In this
respect, synthetic HA and BioHA coatings obtained by PLD previously demonstrated
high adherence to metallic substrates [50]. Moreover, the composition of these coatings is
consistent with the one corresponding to the raw (base) materials, along with an improved
crystallinity [50]. One should note that in PLD, after the ablation of the target by laser
pulses, a plasma plume is generated. When the species existing in the plume reach the
surface of the substrate, they may deposit onto the surface and form a film [41]. The number
of the deposited species depends both on their density in the plume and their energy. In the
case of low energies, the species may not deposit on the substrate surface even if they
arrive at the surface [51]. If the substrate temperature is high, the energy of the species
can be compensated. Consequently, the number of deposited species onto the substrate
surface will increase, along with the density of the droplets. High substrate temperatures
also contribute to the atomic diffusion, which, in turn, can determine the appearance of
two phenomena: the first one is the atomic rearrangements and crystallization of the film
and the second one, the improvement of the film−substrate bonding state [52].

The laser sources appropriate for the ablation of a wide range of materials use wave-
lengths in the UV domain due to some important advantages over IR and/or visible laser
sources, such as (i) a higher penetration depth of the laser beam in the target material
and (ii) a higher energy of the photons that allows for a more efficient vaporization of the
target [53]. In this respect, the laser sources used for PLD experiments are either excimer
lasers (i.e., ArF [54], KrF [55], or XeCl [56], emitting at wavelengths of 193, 248, or 308 nm,
respectively) or solid-state lasers (i.e., Nd:YAG [57], emitting at 266 nm). It should be also
emphasized that to increase the amount of evaporated material from the ablated target to
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the detriment of expulsed liquid or solid phases, lasers emitting in a pulsed regime with
pulse durations in either the nanoseconds or picoseconds range are generally used [58].
In these regimes, the absorption process takes place more quickly than in the case of ther-
mal diffusion processes. More insights on the PLD and PS techniques are well described
elsewhere [33,41,49].

It is important to mention that post-deposition treatments are generally applied to
transform CaP phases with lower Ca/P ratio to crystalline HA. Thus, there are two commer-
cially used post-treatments: sintering [33,59,60] and soaking in alkaline solutions [61,62].
These treatments are generally applied for several hours, in the range of 600–800 ◦C.
Their aim is to transform the water trapped in the film during the synthesis process in
OH− ions, to stabilize the crystalline structure [34].

There are reports in the dedicated literature on the in vivo testing of CaP-based
coatings (especially HA) fabricated by different physical vapor deposition methods, but,
to the best of my knowledge, only a few of them addressed the PLD technique. Therefore,
for an easy access to information, Table 1 introduces the PLD experimental details given in
the papers considered in this review.

Table 1. Pulsed laser deposition (PLD) experimental details given in the papers considered in this
review, in the chronological order in which they were reported in the literature.

Laser Repetition
Rate (Hz)

Substrate
Temperature (◦C)

Fluence
(J/cm2)

Atmosphere/
Pressure (Pa)

Coating
Thickness (µm)

Post-
Treatment Ref

KrF - 500 3 Ar–water vapor 1 - [63]
KrF,
CO2

2−10 RT 3–10 - 1–4 550 ◦C, 1 h,
10−2 Pa [64]

KrF - 490 3 Ar–water
mixture 1–1.2 - [65]

KrF 30 650−730 4–7 Ar/H2O/40–80 1–3 - [66]
ArF 20 490 0.9 Water vapor/45 2 - [67]

KrF 2 150−400 2 O2/13–50 0.4 150−400 ◦C,
6 h [68]

ArF - 460 4.2 Water vapor/45 0.05–0.1 - [69]
- - - - - 0.05/0.3 800 ◦C, 8 h [32]

ArF 10 RT 1 Water
vapors/0.1 - 380 ◦C, 1 h [70]

KrF 5 200,600 5 Ar/45 - - [52]
KrF 10 400 5 Water vapors/50 - 400 ◦C, 6 h [71]

- 3 186,410 4.6 Water vapors - - [72]
KrF - - - - - - [73]
KrF 5 600 5 Ar/45 - - [74]
KrF 10 500 3.5 Water vapor/50 - 600 ◦C, 6 h [75]

4. In Vivo Assessment of PLD CaP-Based Coatings

In vitro tests play key-roles in the overall evaluation of a biomaterial by delivering
important information on its potential behavior inside a living system. To better understand
the complex processes occurring in a living environment and to deliver accurate data for
the validation of the biomaterials’ performances that target clinical trials, in vivo tests
(using either animal or human models) are of key-importance and should, therefore,
follow thorough in vitro acceptance [75].

Biocompatibility is an essential and required characteristic of the biomedical mate-
rials introduced inside the living systems, presenting a beneficial interaction with the
surrounding bone tissues. Immediately after CaP-based functionalized implants are sur-
gically inserted into the living bodies, there are tissue responses that take place at the
implanted materials−soft/hard tissues interface. The formation of connective tissue fibers
(2–3 weeks), which make a fiber mesh containing carbonated apatite, is one such response
that occurs initially [76,77]. This tissue-free layer develops onto the ceramic surface and
actively contributes both to a strong fixation of the implant to the surrounding bone tissues
and to the acceleration of bone integration and healing at early implantation times [78–81].
These aspects are of key-importance for any implant system [82]. The amount and nature
of osseointegration in metallic implants are determined by several factors such as surface
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topography, which includes surface roughness [83], wettability [84,85], and surface mor-
phology [86,87]. It was demonstrated that an initial stability and a further stronger interface
with the bone tissues are more likely to be achieved in the case of implants with rough
surfaces as compared to smooth ones [88], in both animal and human models, with bone
ongrowth interface [89,90]. Furthermore, the bone–implant interfacial shear strength is
directly related to the degree of surface roughness. However, for an optimal clinical per-
formance of metallic implants in bone, both an ideal type/shape of the implant and the
surface roughness degree still remain unknown. It is also important to mention that initial
stability is also achieved by drilling the bone socket to a diameter slightly inferior to the
implant’s dimensions, but to the proper matching length of the implants. If the opening
hole is drilled through the bone and enlarged progressively, and the implant is screwed in
with low momentum, the surrounding bone is going to be compressed. This provides a
firmer fit to the implant itself and it also increases the calcium concentration in the inter-
face. This method decreases also the blood clot thickness around the implants. If growth
factors are used, a boost in the healing process will be observed, while in their absence,
the osteoconduction process only will occur.

A nowadays challenge in implantology is the capability of a surface to assist cells’
colonization and differentiation. Cell migration, adhesion, and proliferation onto implant
surfaces are key-processes for the initiation of tissue regeneration [91]. Osteoconduction
and osseointegration represent two mechanisms that involve the adhesion or proliferation
of cells and integration in the CaP [35,92]. The adhesion of cells is directly related to the
CaP ability to adsorb the proteins from the extracellular matrix. For CaPs, this is strongly
determined by important parameters, such as the surface roughness, crystallinity degree,
Ca/P ratio, solubility, phase content, grain and particle sizes, and surface energy [92].

Osteoinduction is the property of a material to induce the differentiation of progenitor
cells to osteoblasts [35,92]. It was demonstrated that CaPs in the absence of supplements
are osteoinductive materials [92]. In turn, the osteoinduction ability depends on several
CaP properties, i.e., surface charge, morphology, and chemistry, which can influence the
adsorption of proteins [92].

The success rate of a medical implant is in relation to several factors such as the
implant’s design, the structure, and properties of the used material, the applied loads’
magnitude, the employed surgical technique, health conditions of either animals, or human
patients [82], and the existence of an inflammation-free environment. In the latter case,
there exist two major problems: (i) the area intended for the implant insertion might be
infected and (ii) the implant’s surface might get contaminated during surgery. Both sit-
uations can be easily by-passed, by appropriate dental work and by a proper isolation
during the surgical act, respectively. All aspects related to the biological interactions to
improve the long-time stability and reliability of medical devices inside living systems
have pushed forward the research of a wide range of surface modification techniques.
The aim was to achieve rapid healing and an improved bone-implant interaction, for an
early osseointegration. Therefore, in the last two decades, the surface functionalization of
implants by increasing the bioactivity using various biological and chemical processes or by
surface macro- and microtexturing was one of the major research topics in the biomedical
domain [82].

4.1. Used Substrates

Currently, in comparison to polymers and ceramics, metallic biomaterials are exten-
sively used in orthopaedics, dentistry, and oral and maxillofacial surgeries. This is due
to several important advantages, such as the high mechanical strength, superior biocom-
patibility, high resistance to corrosion, and improved chemical stability under biological
conditions [93–95]. Bioinert metallic implants (i.e., stainless steel (316L) and Ti, Ti-based,
and cobalt-chromium alloys [96]) are generally utilized for a wide range of medical appli-
cations, but there is currently a new generation of biodegradable metals (i.e., Mg, Zn or Fe)
that has been intensively employed for temporary applications [97,98]. Because they do
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not chemically bond to bone tissue unless their surfaces are modified, the use of the latter
ones is generally limited.

4.2. Animal and Human Implant Models

After the in vitro validation of biomaterials’ surfaces, the use of laboratory in vivo
models is a step forward biocompatibility assessment [99] and future clinical outcome of
metallic implants introduced in bones. In this respect, in vivo testing on animal models is
a key-parameter for both understanding and evaluation of the biological processes that
occur in a living system.

The general animal spectrum used for in vivo testing of CaP-based coatings syn-
thesized by the PLD technique only is limited to rats, rabbits, (mini) pigs, dogs, goats,
and sheep [34], and each animal model having its own advantages and limitations [100].
Small animal models demonstrated some important advantages over larger ones, i.e.,
overall lower costs, osteogenic ability, the possibility to both shorten the implantation
time-periods [101,102], and monitor bone formation by imaging methods (e.g., µCT). Thus,
the possibility to carry out longer experimental times is worth considering. In this respect,
rat or mice models are generally used for subcutaneous examination of implants [103,104],
while rabbits represent the easiest way to investigate the interaction between the coating
and the femoral bones [105–107]. It should be noted that the rabbit bone model was pre-
viously indicated [108,109] as a valuable screening tool able to select favorable implant
surface characteristics/technologies before moving to the next step (i.e., human trials). It is
currently used in various medical tests [110], due to both its size and ease of handling. In ad-
dition, it was demonstrated that its skeleton reaches maturity very fast (~24 weeks) [111].
In comparison, large animal models (i.e., dogs, sheep, or goats) are generally indicated
for verifying the practicability of implants closer to real clinical situations. In such large
animal models, the investigation of the osteoinduction process is easier to be attained than
in the case of small ones. Large animals have the advantage of an immune system more
similar to humans than in the case of small animals and can offer the possibility to host
different types of test materials [112]. Despite this, such large animal models are not so
intensively utilized for the evaluation of osteoinduction because of their lower metabolic
rates, besides higher costs for management and maintenance [113].

Usually, implants are surgically inserted in either the femur, tibia, or mandible
bones [114]. The rabbit’s bones manifest faster changes as compared to the case of larger
animal models [115]. Considering the difficulties met when extrapolating the results
obtained on rabbit bones to the human case, various screenings for implant design and
validation of the tested materials are still needed to be performed [75], before their testing
on larger animal models. Dog models are generally used for testing dental implants [116].
One should emphasize upon that the focus of the most studies is directed to the biological
response of the living bone to CaP-based materials.

For an easier follow-up of the text, Table 2 introduces information on the sample codes,
which will be further used in the paper.

For an ease access to information presented in the papers considered in this review,
Tables 3–6 introduce data on the investigated coating materials (along with the type and
dimension of substrates, bone implantation sites, length of studies, and all performed
analyses). All the information was grouped according to the applied small and large
animal models, respectively (Table 3—rats/mice, Table 4—rabbits, Table 5—minipigs,
and Table 6—dogs/sheep/humans).

It should be emphasized that because of the reduced number of in vivo studies on
the PLD synthesis of CaP-based coatings, the use of a certain animal model as the most
suitable one for the optimal assessment of metallic implants’ osteoconduction has not
been established yet. The reports on clinical trials (using human patients) are therefore
scarce [71].
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Table 2. Sample acronyms related to different materials used in the review and their explanation.

Samples Code Description of Samples

Ti/Ti6Al4V Titanium/titanium alloy (control specimen or deposition substrate)
HA Synthetic hydroxyapatite

HA/TTCP Synthetic hydroxyapatite/tetracalcium phosphate
OCP Octacalcium phosphate

Mn-CHA Manganese-doped carbonated hydroxyapatite
BHA/HA Bilayer bovine hydroxyapatite/hydroxyapatite

HATW Titanium web scaffold functionalized with hydroxyapatite
HA/45S5; HA/BG Hydroxyapatite/bioglass composite

Mg:OCP Octacalcium phosphate doped with magnesium
Mg:HA Synthetic hydroxyapatite doped with magnesium

FHA Fluoridated hydroxyapatite
Li-C Biological hydroxyapatite doped with lithium carbonate
Li-P Biological hydroxyapatite doped with lithium phosphate

Table 3. Information related to the investigated coating materials, according to the applied small
animal models (i.e., rats/mice).

Investigated
Material

Animal
Model/Number Used Substrate/Dimensions

Bone Implantation
Site/Length of
Study (Weeks)

Performed
Analyses Ref

HA Adult rats/36 Teflon, polyethylene,
Ti6Al4V/2.5 × 2 × 1 mm3 Femurs/2–8 SEM, histology [64]

HA KSN nude
mice/12

Ti web discs/5 mm diameter,
1.5 mm thickness Backs/2–12 Histology [70]

Fluoridated
HA Rats/16

Ti disc implants and
screws/15 mm diameter, 1 mm
thickness and 1.2 mm external

diameter, 12 mm length

Distal femur/4–8
Microcomputed

tomography,
histology

[73]

Table 4. Information related to the investigated coating materials, according to the applied small
animal models (i.e., rabbits).

Investigated
Material

Animal
Model/Number Used Substrate/Dimensions

Bone Implantation
Site/Length of
Study (Weeks)

Performed
Analyses Ref

HA,
HA/TTCP

New Zealand
White Rabbits Ti6Al4V Proximal tibia, distal

femurs/8 Histomorphometry [66]

HA
New Zealand

White
Rabbits/12

Grit-blasted commercial
titanium rods/7 mm length,

2 mm diameter
Proximal tibia/24 Histology, histo-

morphometry [67]

HA,
Mn-CHA,

OCP

New Zealand
White rabbits/12

Coins of Ti implants/1.95 mm
thick, 6.25 mm diameter Tibia/8 Tensile (pullout)

tests [68]

HA/45S5 New Zealand
White rabbits

Ti6Al4V/20 mm diameter,
1 mm thickness Shin bones/4–12 Histology [52]

Mg-doped
octacalcium
phosphate

and HA

Rabbits/23 Porous Ti6Al4V
scaffolds/(10.3 × 2.5 × 2.5) mm3

Femoral
condyles/24

Histopathology,
planimetric

analysis, µCT
[72]

HA/45S5 New Zeeland
White rabbits

Ti6Al4V plates/Φ20 mm ×
1 mm Shin bones/4–8 Histology [74]

Lithium-
doped

biological HA

New Zealand
White rabbits/26

3D Ti implants/3.5 mm
internal and 5.5 mm external

diameters, 9 mm length

Femoral
condyles/4–9

Computed
tomography,

mechanical testing,
scanning electron

microscopy

[75]
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Table 5. Information related to the investigated coating materials, according to the applied small
animal models (i.e., mini-pigs).

Investigated
Material

Animal
Model/Number

Used
Substrate/Dimensions

Bone Implantation
Site/Length of Study

(Weeks)
Performed Analyses Ref

HA Mini-pigs/3
Dental cylindrical

implants/13 mm length,
3.3 mm diameter

Lower jaws/16

(Micro)radiography,
transmission and

fluorescent
microscopies

[63]

HA Mini-pigs/4
Ti6Al4V dental

implants/12 mm length,
3.3 mm diameter

Lower jaws/16

Polarized and
fluorescent light,

percentage of
osseointegration

[65]

Table 6. Information related to the investigated coating materials, according to the applied large
animal models (i.e., dogs/sheep/human patients).

Investigated
Material

Animal
Model/Number Used Substrate/Dimensions

Bone Implantation
Site/Length of Study

(Weeks)

Performed
Analyses Ref

BHA/HA Beagle dogs/8
Commercial Ti screw

implants/8 mm length,
3.7 mm diameter

Bilateral femoral
Shafts/4–24 Histology [32]

HA Sheep/20 Cylindrical Ti implants/10
mm long, 5 mm diameter Tibia/8–12 Histomorphometry [69]

HA Human
patients/12

3D Ti mesh implants/(10 × 5)
cm2 size, 0.2 cm in holes

diameter, thickness of 0.25 cm
Skulls/12–24 Tomodensitometry [71]

4.3. Characterization Methods

For the in vivo assessment of the CaP-based coatings considered in this review, the per-
formed investigations, on which we will focus our attention, are standardized radiography,
microradiography, (micro) computed tomography (µCT), tomodensitometry, histology (un-
der polarized and fluorescent light), histomorphometry, planimetric analysis, fluorescent
microscopy, scanning and transmission electron microscopies (SEM, TEM), and mechanical
testing. While mechanical testing aims to determine the bonding strength between the
newly formed bone tissue and the implant, histological investigations are used for a wide
range of purposes, such as the measurement of the new bone area, bone apposition ratio,
etc. [105–107,117]. It is important to note that light microscopy or optical microscopy is
the most common laboratory technique used for biological investigations. It is a cheap,
robust, and typically noninvasive method that uses visible light to detect and magnify small
objects. The resolution limit is an intrinsic property due to the wavelength of visible light
radiation [118]. Polarized light microscopy is a contrast-enhancing technique with a high
degree of sensitivity that can be used for both qualitative and quantitative investigations.
It can provide information on both absorption color and optical path boundaries and the
structure and composition of materials that are invaluable for identification and diagnostic
purposes. The technique of fluorescence microscopy has become an essential tool in biology
and biomedical sciences, as well as in materials science, being capable of revealing the
existence of single molecules. SEM and TEM microscopies enable the characterization
of microstructures at many different length scales, from micro- to nanoscale, within an
imaging session. They all generate a highly focused beam of electrons, which impacts
the specimens inside a vacuum chamber. SEM microscopy is used to examine material
surfaces, in comparison to TEM microscopy, which primarily focuses on investigation of
the internal structure of the specimens [118].

4.3.1. Standardized Radiography and Microradiography

Dostalova et al. [63] evaluated quantitatively and qualitatively the Ti implants by radio-
graphical measurements. After 16 weeks of implantation, the osseointegration process was
confirmed by the presence of newly formed bone around all implants, along with a strong
bone–implant connection. When measured in the long-axis cross-section, the implant area
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was in the range of ~25–28 mm for Ti implants and ~21–37 mm in the case of the HA-coated
ones. This corresponded to an osseointegration area of ~18–22 mm for Ti implants and of
~15–30 mm for the HA-functionalized ones. The inferred percentage of osseointegration
varied from 73% to 79% for Ti implants and from 70% to 86% for the HA-coated ones.
No differences between various implants were found to be statistically important.

4.3.2. Computed Tomography

Using µCT, Mroz et al. [72] performed qualitative and quantitative investigations on
Mg:HA samples and Ti implants, and the obtained results revealed significantly higher
differences between these groups (p = 0.0311).

In another study, Chen et al. [73] demonstrated by µCT that for both 4 and 8 weeks,
the ratio of bone volume to total volume, mean trabecular number, and mean trabec-
ular thickness were significantly higher (p < 0.05) in the case of FHA-coated implants,
which was indicative for an accelerated osteogenesis process in the region of interest.
Moreover, for both time periods, the mean trabecular separation was found to be signifi-
cantly lower (p < 0.05).

Duta et al. [75] used CT scans, at 4 weeks after the surgical procedure, to observe the
correct placement and the good integration of all implants into the surrounding bone. Thus,
the presence of the peripheral osteosclerosis and no inflammatory process of the soft tissues
were indicated. The obtained results pointed out to an increase in the osseous density,
for both investigated time periods (4 and 9 weeks, respectively). Thus, the bone density
values corresponding to the Li-C and Li-P coatings, measured at 9 weeks, were ~1.2 times
higher than those inferred at 4 weeks after implantation. At 4 weeks, both Li-C and Li-P
structures indicated bone density values ~1.3 times higher than those obtained for Ti
implants. Moreover, at 9 weeks, the density values inferred in the case of functionalized
3D Ti implants were ~1.4 times higher as compared to Ti ones.

4.3.3. Tomodensitometry

In a pioneering contribution, Duta et al. [71] used the tomodensitometry analysis
to evidence the osteogenesis process of simple and functionalized Ti meshes implanted
in human patients, at 3 and 6 months after surgery. After 3 months, no changes were
detected for any of the investigated patients in terms of tissue density on Hounsfield (HU)
scale. After 6 months, in the case of two patients with Ti mesh and for all with Ti meshes
functionalized with bioactive surfaces, changes in measurements of osteoinductive and
osseointegration phenomena were evidenced. In the first case, these changes were assessed
only on the edge area, which was in direct contact with the bone. In the second case,
four patients from the total of six, showed changes of tissue density, both on the edge and
interjacent areas of the mesh. Up to 6 months, no patient evidenced those changes in the
center region of the implants. Thus, the inferred values for the functionalized Ti meshes
were of 583 and 412 HU (for the edge and interjacent region, respectively), in comparison
to 78 HU, obtained in the case of Ti meshes.

4.3.4. Histology

Antonov et al. [64] performed histological evaluations of their synthesized structures
for three different time periods of 15, 30, and 60 days, respectively. It is important to
note that no inflammation was observed around the sites of implantation for any of
the investigated structures. However, in the case of Ti samples, a significant fibrous
tissue formation was pointed out. For both types of structures (synthesized by either
KrF or CO2 lasers), a thin fibrous layer could be observed after 15 days of implantation.
At 30 days, a partially direct bone–implant contact was indicated, while very little fibrous
tissue and the formation of new bone, which was in direct contact with the implant surface,
were shown at 60 days. A very interesting observation was that the osteointegration rate
was slightly superior in the case of annealed samples, rather than for the non-annealed
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ones. Between the two types of synthesized coatings (using either KrF or CO2 lasers),
no significant statistical differences in the osteogenesis process were inferred.

The histological evaluation under polarized and fluorescent light was used by
Dostalova et al. [65] to indicate the presence of newly formed bone tissue around the
investigated implants. No osteoclasts, macrophages, or any inflammatory reaction cells
could be observed in the ground sections. In the case of synthesized coatings, a fibrous
connective tissue occurred in ~23% of the implant surface, but without the formation of a
continuous layer. In contrast, the fibrous connective tissue between the implant and the
newly formed bone tissue occupied ~35% of the surface, especially in the middle part of the
implant. However, it was indicated that these differences were not statistically significant
(p = 0.05). Under fluorescent light, a uniform distribution of the fluorescent label in the
whole bone, most probably due to a remodeling process of early formed bone, was ob-
served. These results were supported by the higher magnification investigations, in which
active bone cells were observed.

Using histological analyses, Peraire et al. [67] succeeded to demonstrate bone up-
growth in the endosteal areas, with a great amount of lacunae area in contact with them,
while in the center, the bone apposition was indicated to be totally absent. The fiber mesh
either disappeared in some implants or was very thin. In the case of the Ti rods function-
alized with HA coatings by plasma spraying (HA–PS), a good bone regeneration at the
ends of the implants (endosteal zones) was observed, but the newly formed bone tissue
in contact with the implant surface evidenced a significant large amount of lacunae area.
This active remodeling process might occur because of the coating degradation. HA–PS
coatings partially disappeared in some areas of the implants, were delaminated or even
detached, and HA particles could be therefore observed. In the central zone, bone appo-
sition areas could be hardly seen, with a slightly thicker fiber mesh. Inflammatory cells
(i.e., lymphocytes, macrophages, or neutrophils) were also present. In the case of HA
coatings synthesized by PLD (HA–PLD), a good bone regeneration at both endosteal ends
of the implant was indicated. All samples presented superior (grade 4) responses in bone
reaction and interface analysis parameters. The newly formed bone tissue was similar
to the cortical one, and the presence of mature osteocytes was detected. Under optical
microscopy, HA–PLD coatings could not be evidenced because of their low thickness,
while under polarized microscopy, the mineralized matrix in apposition to the implants
could be observed for all investigated areas (cortical insertion area, opposite endosteal area,
and bone marrow). The central area in contact with the bone marrow indicated bone
apposition areas interspersed in a thin fiber mesh, with large trabeculae growing from the
coating surface.

Hayami et al. [32] performed histological investigations of the interface between bone
and the tip of each implant. After 4 weeks, large gaps at the Ti implant−bone interface
could be observed, bone and connective tissues being intermingled. In the case of the
sprayed implants, a thick adhering coating could be clearly seen, along the observable
length of the interface. For the BHA/HA bilayered implants, no detectable gap was visible,
and the bone and the implant closely adhering to each other along the full length of the
interface. Thus, the process of biointegration was assumed to be complete after only 4 weeks
of implantation. This strong bone−bilayered implants connection was also observed at
8 and 24 weeks post-operation. At 24 weeks after surgery, normal bony structures with
osteocytes were indicated surrounding the implants.

Using histological analysis, Hontsu et al. [70] could observe that the HA-functionalized
implants were surrounded by a mesh of thin fibrous tissue. Inside the implants, the mesh
porosity was filled with fibrous tissue containing capillaries. Inside the HATW structure,
a slight amount of new immature bone formation was indicated. This amount clearly
increased from the second to the fourth week of implantation, for all types of scaffolds.
At 4 and 8 weeks, more sites containing osteoblast-like cells and osteoid tissue expressing
active bone formation could be observed, while at 12 weeks, the structure of the bone was
further matured and contained larger areas of remodeled lamellar bone.
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After observing the stained tissue sections, Wang et al. [52] indicated an obvious crack
between the newly formed bone tissue and the 200 ◦C-synthesized film. This was mainly
because of the preparation process of the tissue sections.

Although SEM results demonstrated good connections between the newly formed
bone tissues and the surfaces of the two type of films (Figure 1a,b), the histological mi-
crographs indicated a superior bone growth of the structures synthesized at 600 ◦C,
in comparison to those prepared at 200 ◦C. The osteoblasts in the newly formed bone
tissue were shown clear and homogenous, with a growth oriented along certain directions.
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It was therefore concluded that all tissue sections from the implants deposited at
600 ◦C were good, with a satisfactory connection between the film and newly formed bone
tissue. In contrast, for the structures synthesized at 200 ◦C, a lower adherence between the
newly formed bone tissue and the films was demonstrated. This was mainly influenced by
the presence of a dark area between the film and the new bone tissue, which seemed to
appear because of the high shearing stress during the cutting process.

Using the histopathological evaluation, Mroz et al. [72] showed that Ti implants had
a tight adherence to the mineralized bone tissue, being in many cases within the fatty
marrow. Small fields of connective tissue were also observed directly adjacent to the
implant, along with a direct penetration of regular bone into the implants’ pores. In the
case of Mg:OCP samples, a direct integration of the bone and penetration into the pores
and the structure of the implant were indicated. For the Mg:HA group, evidence of a direct
bone−implant integration was shown, with no sign of osteoclastic or osteoblastic reaction
around the implants.

Longitudinal sections were collected by Chen et al. [73] to assess the newly bone
tissue formation around the implants. No adverse inflammatory reactions or gaps at the
bone–implant interface were observed. At 8 weeks after surgery, the bone area ratio and
bone–implant contact were significantly higher (~6 and ~1.5 times, respectively) around
FHA-coated implants in comparison to Ti ones.

Wang et al. [74] performed histological investigations to assess the osteoconduction
capacity of HA/BG composite coatings, with three different BG concentrations. Thus,
the 90%HA + 10%BG structure was shown to connect well with the bone tissue. However,
the bone matrix filled the implant−bone tissue interspace, and osteoblast cells (OB) were
not observed in this region before 2 months after implantation. In contrast, the 80%HA
+ 20%BG film exhibited better osteoconduction behavior as new OB could be observed
near the implant surface in the first month after surgery. It is important to note that the
improved biological activity of the film was indicated to be mainly due to their c-axis
orientation. Macroscopically, a good connection with the bone tissue was also observed in
the case of the 20%HA + 80%BG structure. In this case, a crack was indicated between the
film and the bone tissue, which corresponded to a poor bond state (mainly because of the
shearing force coming from the inner circle saw, used to cut the specimen into slices).
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4.3.5. Histomorphometry

Dostalova et al. [65] inferred the area of the bone–implant interface and found the
values to vary from ~65%, for Ti implants, to ~78%, for HA-functionalized ones. It is
important to note that between both types of surfaces, no significant statistical differences
were inferred (Student’s t-test, p = 0.05). As a consequence, a similar osseointegration trend
for both Ti implants and HA-functionalized ones was indicated.

In the case of the implants inserted by Kim et al. [66] in the femur, a value of ~48% of
the mineralized bone at the bone–coating interface for the synthesized HA coatings and
of ~63% for the HA/TTCP biphasic ones, was inferred. For the case of tibia-implanted
samples, values of ~51% and ~56% for the mineralized bone were indicated in the case
of HA and HA/TTCP biphasic coatings, respectively. Very important, all samples were
shown to exhibit a good integration, with no significant foreign body response.

Among the three materials evaluated by Peraire et al. [67], there were no statistically
significant differences in bone in-growth around the drilling hole. However, the HA–PLD
implants presented the highest value of the percentage of bone contact (86%), and the
lowest value of percentage of lacunae contact (14%). This difference was statistically
significant (Scheffe Test, p < 0.05,). When referring to the ratio between the total bone
surface and length of the evaluated area, the HA–PLD implants showed a significant
increase in comparison to the HA–PS group (Scheffe test, p < 0.05). This did not apply as
well to the Ti group. In the case of the HA–PS group, even though the bone response was
slightly different than the one corresponding to the Ti, no statistically significant differences
were found, in any of the quantified variables.

Paz et al. [69] used in their study two methods to evaluate the percentage of bone–
implant contact (% BIC): conventional light transmission microscopy and environmental
scanning electron microscopy (ESEM). The obtained results demonstrated no statistically
significant differences between these two methods, although ESEM is believed to offer
greater precision when characterizing bone areas in close contact with implant surfaces.
ESEM analysis showed a considerable improvement of the bioactivity in the case of HA-
coated samples, the bone–implant interface being more homogeneous and continuous in
comparison to Ti implants. Moreover, the bone was observed to enter deeper into the
craters of the macrostructure for the HA-coated samples than for the Ti implants. In areas
with low bone density, the HA-coated structures presented a superior behavior in contrast
to Ti. ESEM analyses showed an improvement of the percent of total BIC for both HA-
synthesized coatings (50 and 100 nm-thick samples, respectively) with regard to Ti implants.
There were no significant differences between the two coated samples, although the percent
apical BIC indicated better characteristics of the thicker coating over the thinner one.
The conventional light transmission microscopy images showed similar results as ESEM,
but with a modification in the percent total BIC; for this investigation, the thinner HA
coating showed superior behavior in comparison to the thicker one, while for the percent
apical BIC, the thicker coating presented a better behavior, but with a great increase in the
standard deviation for the thinner one.

4.3.6. Planimetric Analysis

The results of planimetric investigations performed by Mroz et al. [72] revealed
the best bone integration in the case of Mg:HA samples, this group having the highest
average length of the bone–implant interface and also the best reproducibility of the results.
No significant differences were inferred between the Mg-doped (OCP and HA) implants
and the Ti ones.

4.3.7. Fluorescent Microscopy

When fluorescent microscopy was used by Dostalova et al. [63], the active bone for-
mation could be observed, both in the neck and in the bottom of the implants, surrounding
osteons and braiding the fibrous connective tissue on the implant.
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Chen et al. [73] investigated by fluorescence microscopy the bone formation around
the implanted structures. As determined by confocal laser scanning microscopy, the bone
area between the implant surface and the boundaries observed at 1, 4, and 8 weeks, respec-
tively, was significantly higher for FHA-coated implants as compared to Ti ones (p < 0.05).
These implants indicated 1.5 and more than 4 times more new bone tissue formation at
1 week and 4 and 8 weeks, respectively, as compared with the case of Ti implants.

4.3.8. Scanning Electron Microscopy

Antonov et al. [64] used SEM to investigate the in vivo behavior of the synthesized
coatings. New bone formation was therefore observed, which surrounded implantation
site of the HA-coated alloy samples.

SEM observations performed by Peraire et al. [67] allowed for the detection of the
HA–PLD coatings on the grit-blasted Ti surfaces, at 24 weeks after surgery. The images
obtained using backscattered electrons showed different contrasts for the bone and the
coating, which allowed for their clear differentiation.

Hayami et al. [32] investigated by SEM the holes from the removed implants.
Because the threads of the screw implants had a long pitch, the troughs left in the bone
were trapezoidal in shape. For Ti implants, bone growth was slow and insufficient because
of the imperfect trapezium formation, in comparison to the BHA/HA-bilayered implants,
where the growth rate and quantity of newly formed bone tissue were greater due to
the formation of regular trapezia. In the V-shaped groove of the thermal-sprayed HA
coatings, a flaky piece was indicated, which appeared to be a fragment that peeled away
from the substrate.

Wang et al. [52] investigated the morphologies of the implants at 1 month after
implantation. These are shown in Figure 1a,b.

A layer of newly formed bone tissue was clearly seen, developing along both types
of structures (synthesized at 200 and 600 ◦C, respectively). This layer intimately adhered
to the implants’ surface and had a thickness of ~5 µm. After 3 months of implantation,
the newly formed bone tissue occupied the bone−implant interspace (Figure 2a,b).
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A good bioactivity of the films was therefore indicated, the two types of implants
being capable of inducing new bone growth on their surfaces.

Using SEM (Figure 3), coupled with the analysis of backscattering electrons,
Duta et al. [75] managed to infer the adherence ratio of the remaining bone fragments onto
the surface of the extracted implants.
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Figure 3. SEM micrographs indicating bone detachment on the surface of a control and functionalized
(with Li-C and Li-P coatings) Ti implant, at 4 weeks after surgery.

Thus, adherence ratios up to ~38% higher in the case of functionalized 3D Ti implants
(with Li-C and Li-P coatings) as compared to the Ti ones were indicated. This result,
corroborated with the higher values of the detachment force obtained in the case of func-
tionalized 3D Ti implants, in comparison to Ti ones, were indicative for an enhanced
osseointegration process. Moreover, the presence of such osseous structures onto the
surface of the implants suggested, besides the beginning of the implant integration process
into the bone, the absence of any adverse reactions at the implantation site.

4.3.9. Transmission Electron Microscopy

Using TEM, Dostalova et al. [63] have shown no marks of irritation and inflammation
in the surrounded bone. OB could be seen both in the border of the implants and newly
formed bone tissue. A low number of foreign body cells were indicated in the close vicinity
of the implant cover. In the case of Ti implants, a fibrous connective tissue between the
implants and the newly formed bone was seen, while in the case of the synthesized HA
coatings, this layer could be observed only seldom.

4.3.10. Mechanical Testing

The pullout (tensile) test was used by Mihailescu et al. [68] to compare the strength of
the biological–chemical bonding between the bone and Ti implant surfaces functionalized
with HA, Mn-CHA, and OCP coatings, respectively. The inferred values for all three
tested groups demonstrated a significantly improved bone attachment strength value
(p ≤ 0.05), which was about twice as high as the one associated to the Ti implants (~5 N).
In comparison to the strength value corresponding to the synthetic HA (~8 N), up to
10% (in the case of OCP, ~9 N) and 25% (in the case of Mn-CHA, ~11 N) higher values
were obtained.

Duta et al. [75] evaluated the quality of the implants’ osseointegration by mechanical
(tensile) tests. In none of the cases, alteration or disruption of the implants were present.
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The detachment force (Fmax) of implants under tensile pull-out testing, inferred for Ti and
functionalized (with Li-C and Li-P coatings) 3D Ti implants, at 4 and 9 weeks after surgery,
are represented in Figures 4 and 5, respectively.
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Figure 4. Detachment force, Fmax, of implants (n = 10) under tensile pull-out testing, inferred
in the case of control 3D Ti implants (marked in blue color) and of those functionalized with
(a) Li-C (marked in green color) and (b) Li-P (marked in orange color) coatings, at 4 weeks af-
ter surgery. **** Represents highly significant differences (p ≤ 0.0001). ** Represents significant
differences (p ≤ 0.01).

At 4 weeks after surgery (Figure 4), the obtained mean detachment force values
demonstrated significant and highly significant differences between the Ti group and the
Li-P one, and between the Ti group and the Li-C one, respectively. When referring to the
extractions performed at longer periods of time, i.e., 9 weeks from implantation (Figure 5),
the inferred mean detachment force values indicated highly significant differences for both
investigated groups.

It is important to mention that the failure loads of the implants functionalized with
both Li-C and Li-P coatings measured at 9 weeks were ~5 times higher in comparison
to those inferred at 4 weeks after surgery, respectively. Moreover, for both time periods,
the Li-C and Li-P functionalized implants demonstrated a bone attachment strength of
~2 times stronger than the one corresponding to Ti implants. One could therefore indicate
that both the PLD surface functionalization of the implants and a longer implantation time
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period could induce a positive influence on the overall bone bonding strength characteris-
tics of the investigated medical devices. It should be emphasized that the fabrication of
novel BioHA implant coatings derived from sustainable and inexpensive CaP resources,
with improved mechanical properties, correlated with an increased bone fixation in vivo,
could stand for a pioneering contribution to the progress of advanced medical devices.
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5. Discussion

Because the biomaterials’ osteoinduction mechanism is not yet entirely understood,
one could not precisely answer the question whether if the sole biomaterial or an inter-
action between the biomaterial and the relevant proteins present in the living system are
responsible for the osteoinduction process. Because most of the implants do not possess
the capability to induce bone growth, specific material properties are required to activate
the osteoinduction process. To begin the differentiation of the undifferentiated inducible
osteoprogenitor cells into bone-forming cells, it was suggested that both the chemistry and
the geometry of the biomaterial in contact with these cells represent critical factors to be
considered [119].
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Metallic implants (including Ti) are generally used for various biomedical applications,
mainly due to their resistance to corrosion and favorable mechanical characteristics [120].
Because of its bioinert nature, bulk Ti is not capable to form a biochemical bond with
the bone, and this biological inactivity often generates a fibrous tissue that surrounds
the implanted device [121]. To improve both osseointegration rates and longevity of Ti
implants, the deposition of CaP-based coatings onto their surfaces is envisaged. It was
therefore demonstrated that implants’ surface functionalization with CaP-based coatings
could promote the formation of real bonds with the surrounding bone, due to their proved
chemical similarity with natural bone tissue and their high biocompatibility [122]. This pro-
cess occurs rapidly along the entire surface of the coating, in comparison to the case of
simple Ti implants (used as controls in the experiments) [47].

A nowadays growing research interest in the field of biomaterials is related to the use
of biological-derived CaP materials as viable, safe, and low-cost alternatives to synthetic
CaP-ones [33]. It should be emphasized that, unfortunately, the Earth’s available mineral
resources are threatened to become limited in the near future because of the rapid demo-
graphic increase and economic growth. The access to sustainable resources is therefore
critical. Consequently, this will generate a beneficial economic and environmental impact
over the society, allowing for an intelligent use of these renewable resources.

The mechanical properties of CaP-based coatings are responsible with the overall
success rate of an implant [123]. Thus, the optimal functioning of an endosseous implant is
directly influenced by the biomaterial’s mechanical stability, which can be easily evaluated
by extraction tests. To obtain information on the force that occurs between the bone
tissue and implanted materials, various experimental study models have been developed,
each of them with their own particularities [115,124,125]. In this respect, the investigation
of the coating bond strength is typically performed by scratch [126–128], pull-off [129],
tensile adhesion [130–132], or shear strength tests [133], respectively. It is important to
emphasize upon that the ISO 13779-2:2008 standard requirement for tensile adhesion
strength of CaP-based coatings, used for load-bearing applications, is of 15 MPa [134].
It was reported that, in general, CaP-based coatings synthesized by the PLD technique easily
surpass this imposed value [33,59,135]. There are some studies in the literature concentrated
on tensile strength measurements [136,137], which, very importantly, can provide a direct
measurement of the attachment between the bone and the implant surface, being therefore
influenced only by the chemical bonding between those two [138–140]. This way, the effects
of friction and of mechanical forces introduced by surface roughness can be minimized [141].
In the case of animal trials, the implant’s increased bone retention is considered a clinically
relevant indicator of improved stability and capacity of the implants to carry loads without
detaching. Unfortunately, this type of information cannot be acquired by histological or
SEM investigations, which provide only limited information on the functional performance
of an implant. One should note that in none of the studies included in this review, related to
mechanical testing of CaP-based coatings, alteration or disruption of the implants were
present. In general, the inferred values for all functionalized Ti implants demonstrated
significantly improved bone attachment in comparison to Ti ones. Next to the PLD surface
functionalization of metallic implants, a longer implantation time period was demonstrated
to induce a positive influence on the overall bone bonding strength characteristics of the
investigated medical devices. One should note that the fabrication by PLD of novel
BioHA implant coatings derived from sustainable and inexpensive CaP-based resources,
with improved mechanical properties, correlated with an increased bone fixation in vivo,
could stand for a pioneering contribution to the progress of advanced medical devices.

In general, the results of the studies included in this review, obtained using standard-
ized radiography and microradiography [63], computed tomography [72,73,75], histomor-
phometry [65–67,69], and tomodensitometry [71], have confirmed the osseointegration
process (pointing to an increase in the osseous density), along with a strong bone–implant
connection and no inflammatory process of the soft tissues. The histological investigations,
performed with various microscopy techniques [32,52,63–65,67,70,72–75], have indicated
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also new active bone formation and demonstrated no adverse inflammatory reactions
or gaps around the sites of implantation or at the bone–implant interface, for any of the
investigated structures. In addition, the bone and the implant were shown to tightly adhere
to each other along the full length of the interface. One interesting observation was that the
temperature applied during the deposition process seemed to play an important role in
the bone growth of the synthesized structures, the osteoblasts in the newly formed bone
tissue being shown clear and homogenous [52]. Moreover, the osteointegration rate was
demonstrated to be slightly superior in the case of annealed samples, rather than for the
non-annealed ones [64]. It seemed also that no matter what the laser source used (i.e.,
KrF or CO2), between the synthesized coatings, no significant statistical differences in
the osteogenesis process were inferred [64]. Significantly higher values of the bone area
between the implant surface and the boundaries and bone adherence ratios were inferred
at various implantation time periods in the case of functionalized implants in comparison
to control ones [73,75]. In this respect, in the case of control samples, a fibrous connective
tissue between the metallic implants and the newly formed bone was shown, while in the
case of the synthesized coatings, this layer could be observed only seldom [63].

Even though it is generally accepted that CaP-based coatings deposited by PLD im-
prove bone strength and the initial osseointegration rate, the coatings’ properties necessary
to achieve an optimum bone response are yet to be determined. This is mainly because
of the limited number of in vivo studies available in the dedicated literature. It should
be emphasized upon that the in vivo testing should demonstrate stability in biological
environment for up to 1 month, which corresponds to the initial healing phase of the
implants [142]. The limitations on such experiments can be related to (i) the difficulty to
select a suitable animal model in order to properly simulate the actual mechanical loading
and unloading conditions in which an implant should function inside a living system;
(ii) the need to sacrifice a large number of animals to reach a significant statistical rele-
vance, able to validate the obtained results; (iii) the demands for high costs and long time
frame in the case of clinical trials; (iv) the lack of coordination among material scientists
and biologists and thus an insufficient understanding of this interdisciplinary subject;
and (v) the serious ethical concerns related to the used animals (including also the choice
of their correct number), as they might be sometimes subjected to painful procedures or
toxic exposures during the experimental trials [143].

Taking into consideration all these aspects, a future important progress of CaP-based
materials might be linked to a shift of the focus from osteoconduction to osteoinduction, e.g.,
by additive manufacturing of scaffolds with complex, controlled three-dimensional porous
structures and development of novel ion-substituted CaPs with increased biological activity.
Moreover, new strategies, possibly based on self-assembling and/or nanofabrication might
be developed for the successful fabrication of load-bearing bone graft substitutes. In the
future, the composition, microstructure, and molecular surface chemistry of various types
of CaPs might be tailored in such a way to match the specific biological and metabolic
requirements of tissues or disease states. The multilayer composite coating systems,
fabricated by the PLD technique, should represent also a future trend, able to provide
multifunctional properties for the biomedical implants.

6. Conclusions

This review summarizes a two decades achievements reported in the field of in vivo
assessment of calcium phosphate (CaP)-based coatings deposited onto metallic implants
by one of the most frequently used plasma-assisted techniques, i.e., pulsed laser deposition
(PLD). Due to their proven biocompatibility, mechanical (high adherence), and osseointe-
gration and osteoconduction properties, CaP-based bioceramics are widely used in the field
of bone regeneration, both in orthopedics and dentistry. For an in-depth in vivo assessment
of various CaP-based coatings synthesized by the PLD method only, the results of the stud-
ies included in this review were obtained using a wide range of investigation techniques,
among which a special focus was put on standardized and (micro) radiographies, (micro)
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computed tomography and histomorphometry, tomodensitometry, histology, scanning and
transmission electron microscopies, and mechanical testing. It is important to note that all
these results indicate superior osseointegration characteristics of the metallic (generally
Ti) implants functionalized with CaP-based coatings when compared to simple (uncoated)
Ti ones, which are considered as the “gold standard” for implantological applications.

In the last two decades, research studies performed on CaP-coated metallic implants by
PLD resulted in an interesting progress in vitro and in vivo, while not enough comparable
clinical results were delivered so far for an easier assessment. This was mainly because
of the lack of standardization of the coating properties and in vivo models. Therefore,
additional testing is still needed in this direction, both to be able to advance a certain
“recipe” to obtain optimum in vivo results, and to further reveal the relative influence
of implant design, surgical procedure, and coating characteristics (thickness, structure,
porosity, and surface morphology, which includes the wettability behavior), on either
short-term or long-term clinical beneficial effects of the CaP-based coatings. In addition,
one should emphasize upon the growing interest on the biological-derived CaP-materials
as viable, safe, and cheap alternatives to the CaP synthetic ones, along with their improved
biological properties and a greater resemblance to the mineral part of the human bones.
The domain of PLD synthesis of natural-CaP sustainable coatings is in its first stages of
development, and therefore, various possibilities to expand in the near future in terms of
natural-CaP new resources, different concentrations of doping agents, or morphology and
structural control of the obtained coatings are envisaged.
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