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Abstract: Cardiovascular disease is anticipated to remain the leading cause of death globally. Due to
the current problems connected with using autologous arteries for bypass surgery, researchers are de-
veloping tissue-engineered vascular grafts (TEVGs). The major goal of vascular tissue engineering is
to construct prostheses that closely resemble native blood vessels in terms of morphological, mechani-
cal, and biological features so that these scaffolds can satisfy the functional requirements of the native
tissue. In this setting, morphology and cellular investigation are usually prioritized, while mechanical
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qualities are generally addressed superficially. However, producing grafts with good mechanical
properties similar to native vessels is crucial for enhancing the clinical performance of vascular grafts,
exposing physiological forces, and preventing graft failure caused by intimal hyperplasia, thrombosis,
aneurysm, blood leakage, and occlusion. The scaffold’s design and composition play a significant
role in determining its mechanical characteristics, including suturability, compliance, tensile strength,
burst pressure, and blood permeability. Electrospun prostheses offer various models that can be
customized to resemble the extracellular matrix. This review aims to provide a comprehensive
and comparative review of recent studies on the mechanical properties of fibrous vascular grafts,
emphasizing the influence of structural parameters on mechanical behavior. Additionally, this review
provides an overview of permeability and cell growth in electrospun membranes for vascular grafts.
This work intends to shed light on the design parameters required to maintain the mechanical stability
of vascular grafts placed in the body to produce a temporary backbone and to be biodegraded when
necessary, allowing an autologous vessel to take its place.

Keywords: vascular grafts; biopolymers; physiological forces; compliance; burst pressure; cellular
activity; permeability; porosity; fiber orientation; wall thickness
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1. Introduction

Cardiovascular diseases (CVDs) remain the major cause of death worldwide, and
an estimated 17.9 million individuals died in 2019. Additionally, prior CVDs are a sig-
nificant risk factor for coronavirus disease of 2019 (COVID-19)-related complications and
fatalities [1,2]. The main risk factors for CVD include smoking, being overweight, having
diabetes, high blood pressure or hypertension, dyslipidemia, not exercising enough, eating
poorly, and experiencing a lot of stress, all of which are extremely prevalent problems
in today’s society [3,4]. The number of CVD cases increased from 271 million in 1990 to
523 million in 2019, while CVD fatalities increased from 12.1 million in 1990 to 18.6 million
in 2019 [5]. The World Health Organization estimates that by 2030, there will be a 24.5%
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increase in the number of fatalities [6]. Coronary artery disease, the most prevalent form of
CVD, necessitates surgery based on arterial replacement, known as bypass grafting [7]. The
blood vessel that is injured or obstructed is replaced during bypass surgeries with an autol-
ogous vein or synthetic graft. Autologous grafts have significant disadvantages because of
their scarcity and difficulties with graft harvesting [8]. Despite being the most common
autograft, the saphenous vein has low patency and a failure rate of about 50% after ten
years of implantation [9]. Vascular grafts made of synthetic materials can be used in place of
autologous vessels. Expanded polytetrafluoroethylene (ePTFE, Gore-Tex, California, USA)
and polyethylene terephthalate (PET, Dacron, Invista, Kansas, USA) are the most widely
used commercial synthetic materials because they are effective at replacing large-diameter
arteries and have shown successful long-term results. However, they are ineffective when
used as smaller diameter vascular grafts (<6 mm), such as coronary arteries, because of
low patency rates, thrombogenicity, and compliance mismatch [10,11]. The compliance
mismatch between the native artery and the inelastic synthetic graft at the anastomosis
sites results in low blood flow rates and turbulent blood flow in small-diameter grafts.

Due to these mechanical issues, the thrombogenic nature of the scaffold material,
poor endothelialization, luminal narrowing, and thrombosis are brought on by intimal
hyperplasia, causing low patency rates [12]. Enhancing the mechanical performance and
biocompatibility of small-caliber vascular prostheses is necessary to satisfy a clinical re-
quirement and offer patients alternative scaffolds due to the current limitations of clinically
approved grafts [13]. However, the clinical applicability of vascular grafts is still con-
strained by problems with the intrinsic thrombogenic character of synthetic polymers,
inability to sustain somatic growth and repair, inappropriate mechanical qualities, and
severe intimal hyperplasia [14]. Thus, novel approaches for fabricating TEVGs, including
electrospinning, decellularization, lyophilization, and 3D printing by utilizing biopolymers,
have been explored to eliminate these issues and provide the ideal small-caliber graft that
may be used in the clinic and can imitate the native artery in all aspects [15]. The selection of
the material and the production technique is based on the determination and optimization
of the design parameters, which require a better understanding of the vascular environment,
the properties and needs of native vessels, and the correlation between the constructional
criteria and graft properties. In this regard, this review covers vascular grafts, scaffold
fabrication methods, biopolymers utilized in these prostheses, and mechanical forces acting
on vascular grafts in detail. In addition, the impact of constructional design parameters
on mechanical as well as permeability properties is discussed, and recent studies have
been reviewed in the literature to give a broad perspective for the researchers to discover
the necessities and limitations in this field and help to find alternative ways to meet the
requirements of vascular grafts improved in the future.

2. Anatomy of Blood Vessels

Arteries, capillaries, and veins are all linked in series to make up the pulmonary
vasculature [16]. Arteries and veins accomplish effective blood circulation across the lumen
to distant locations. Arteries transport oxygenated blood from the heart to the tissues,
whereas veins transport waste, nutrients, and oxygen from the capillaries back to the
heart while returning deoxygenated blood to it [17,18]. The extracellular matrix (ECM)
comprises 70% water, and the remaining 30% comprises a vascular wall consisting of
collagen, elastin, proteoglycans, and vascular cells [19]. The three layers that form the
typical arterial wall are the tunica intima, which consists of a single layer of endothelial
cells (ECs) that exists in the internal elastic lamina, which is a dense elastic membrane
that divides the intima from the media and is oriented parallel to the blood flow; the tunica
media, which is composed of concentric layers of smooth muscle cells (SMCs) between the
elastic lamina layers; and the tunica adventitia, which is formed of myofibroblasts involving
connective tissue with nerve fibers and the vasa vasorum that nurtures the blood vessel
wall and is divided from the media by an external elastic lamina [20,21] (Figure 1). The
tunica intima, also known as the endothelium layer, controls the tone of blood vessels,
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platelet activation, adhesion and aggregation, leukocyte adherence, SMC migration, and
proliferation and serves as a thrombo-resistant, continuous selective permeable wall that
permits laminar blood flow throughout the blood vessel [22]. ECs and SMCs play crucial
roles in preserving the vessel’s mechanical efficiency and structural integrity. The tunica
media, in which collagen, elastin fibers, and SMCs are radially aligned, offers the vessel
mechanical strength and regulates vessel diameter by contracting or relaxing [23]. High
blood pressure causes the arteries to experience significant mechanical stress. In the
physiological pressure range, the load on the vessel is distributed between the collagen
and elastin fibers. At higher blood pressures, where a greater amount of force is needed
for a change in diameter, the stiffer collagen fibers dominate the mechanical behavior and
protect the blood vessel from failure. In contrast, the elastic components, which are less stiff
and more elastic chains, dominate mechanical behavior at lower pressures [19]. Collagen
fibers, elastic fibers, elastic lamellae, and proteoglycans, which provide vessel elasticity
and radial compliance, are secreted by SMCs [22]. The flexibility and structural stability of
the artery are supported by elastic laminae. Intimal hyperplasia is avoided thanks to elastic
fibers and lamina that slow down SMC development [24]. Elastin, which relieves stress
on the heart and permits vasodilation and vasoconstriction in arteries with pulsatile flow,
is responsible for reversible elasticity [25]. The vasa vasorum and vascular innervation are
supported by the tunica adventitia. This outermost layer comprises fibroblasts, extracellular
matrix, and fibrillar types I and III collagen and is placed between the exterior elastic lamina
on the media layer and interstitial matrix [23,24].

endothelium

internal elastic

membrane Tunica intima

smooth muscle cell Tunica media

external elastic
membrane

vasa vasorum
Tunica adventitia

connective tissue

Figure 1. Layers of an artery.

3. Requirements for Vascular Grafts

The fundamental concern with vascular tissue engineering is still creating an ideal
vascular graft that can replicate the structural, biological, and mechanical characteristics
of the native blood vessels and be used as a replacement for the damaged blood vessel.
When selecting a polymer and a method of fabrication for the construction of synthetic
blood vessels, some fundamental properties to consider are processability, mechanical
behavior, morphology and porosity, hydrophilicity, biodegradability, and biocompatibil-
ity [26]. The vascular scaffolds should offer an ideal topographic and structural framework
for cell adhesion, proliferation, and diffusion [27]. Developing a suitable microstructure
and functional material that encourages endothelialization requires proper processing
and surface modification techniques. Additionally, the native tissues must be compatible
with the mechanical characteristics of small-diameter vascular grafts, including modulus,
nonlinear elasticity, compliance, burst pressure, and suture retention strength, as even a
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slight mechanical discrepancy between the prostheses and the native vessel can lead to graft
failure [28]. A combination of dynamic mechanical forces, including hemodynamic forces
originating from fluid flow, cyclic stretch, lateral pressure, and vessel wall forces created by
the vasculature, creates the complex mechanical microenvironment [29]. The compliance
mismatch, which is the incompatible dimensional change of the vascular graft and the
native blood vessel in response to pressure variations inside the lumen, causes the hemody-
namic flow imbalance in the vascular graft and stress concentration at the anastomosis. The
pressure difference at the anastomosis can result in intimal hyperplasia and thrombosis [30].
Additionally, just like the native artery, the designed blood vessel’s burst pressure must be
higher than 1000 mmHg in order to resist blood pressure (200 mmHg) [31].

The pore size is a crucial structural element since it directly impacts cell migration,
leakproofness, and mechanical qualities. Large pores obviously cause blood leakage, but
small pores prevent cells from penetrating. SMCs must enter TEVGs through larger pores
since they are bigger than ECs [32]. Additionally, in vitro research on the development of
the macrovascular endothelium has shown that materials with smaller pore diameters and
lower porosity promote better EC adherence. ECs range from 10 to 40 um, and adhesion
is necessary for their proliferation. As a result, the proliferation is limited to materials
with pores larger than a cell, particularly those with diameters of more than 30 pm [33].
Moreover, a reduction in mechanical characteristics is observed with an increase in pore
size and porosity [34]. In addition, vascular scaffolds should be suturable for convenience
of use, and for usage in ophthalmic and microvascular procedures, a 0.6 N suture retention
is adequate [35,36]. The choice of materials for vascular grafts is also heavily influenced
by biodegradation. A fast degradation rate can limit neointimal hyperplasia by limiting
the activation of inflammatory cells and reducing the probability and intensity of a foreign
body response. However, a high rate of tissue degradation can compromise its performance.
Thus, the vascular tissue regeneration rate should be harmonious with the biodegradation
rate [37].

The topography and morphology of the lumen surface are other essential aspects
affecting thrombosis and material selection. In addition, gradients strongly influence
platelet adhesion and activation in the nanotopography of the material surface. Thus, a
TEVG surface designed with the proper topography and roughness could significantly
increase the hemocompatibility of the lumen surface of the scaffold [38].

Thus, for obtaining an applicable small-diameter vascular graft that satisfies all of the
necessary features, this scaffold needs to be mechanically strong and compliant to withstand
hemodynamic stress; suturable; available in various sizes in case of emergency; easy to use
to reduce the time, cost, and risk; resistant to thrombus and infection; biocompatible to
integrate with the body and allow the formation of neo-vessels similar to native arteries
in characteristics and performance; low-cost; patent for long-term; able to show rapid
endothelialization; and porous enough for easy cell diffusion; it is necessary to combine
biomimetic design with improved cellular and molecular knowledge of the biology of the
vessel wall [39].

4. Electrospinning Technique

The ability to have sufficient multicellular activities, nutrition delivery, and mechanical
qualities is essential to successfully produce scaffolds at the macro- and microscales [40].
Solvent casting with particle leaching, thermally induced phase separation, freeze drying,
electrospinning, 3D printing, and combination molding techniques are some methods for
constructing tissue-engineered scaffolds that imitate the ECM [41]. Among these methods,
electrospinning has emerged as a leading technology for creating synthetic polymer grafts
because it is configurable, and the electrospun fibrous structure closely resembles the fibrous
structure of native ECM in the vessel wall, enabling cell infiltration and cellularization of
the grafts and having a high surface-to-volume ratio thanks to 3D fibrous matrices with
varying fiber sizes [42].
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Nanoscale (<1000 nm) and microscale (>1 um) polymer fibers can be created using
the electrospinning technique [43]. The electrospinning setup consists of three main parts:
a high voltage supplier, a capillary tube with a tip, and a collector [27] (Figure 2). When
a voltage is applied during electrospinning, the electrostatic force affecting the droplet
overcomes the surface tension and forces a liquid jet to move out from the tip. This
whipping action results in the drawing and thinning of the polymer and causes fiber
production as the solvent evaporates simultaneously. The geometry of the resultant scaffold
is influenced by the collector type and electrospinning arrangement [44]. Electrospinning
can be used to create biomimetic degradable scaffolds for essential cellular and molecular
activities using both natural and synthetic biopolymers [45].

Rotating
roller electrode

Nanofibers

(+) charged «—
electrode |—Syringe

Polymer
solution

High Voltage
Solution Pump Supply

Figure 2. Electrospinning set-up.

To encourage capillary ingrowth and graft regeneration, vascular grafts must have
an acceptable level of porosity, with an average pore diameter of 10 pm and a minimum
pore area of 20-80 um?. Macrophages, cells, fibroblasts, and capillaries deposit on the wall
with pore sizes of 25-40 pm and higher in the first few weeks, allowing cellular infiltration.
Electrospinning may be a useful technology among other manufacturing processes for
creating an appropriate microstructure for full neovessel production because of its ability to
adjust fiber and pore diameters [20]. As a result, electrospun fibrous scaffolds have become
much more promising candidates for vascular tissue engineering due to their highly porous
structure and high surface-to-volume ratios, which encourage cell interactions, including
EC adhesion and SMC diffusion into the porous outer layer [46,47].

The electrospinning parameters can be divided into three groups, which are solu-
tion parameters (viscosity, conductivity, molecular weight, and surface tension), process
parameters (voltage, tip to collector distance, and flow rate), and ambient parameters
(humidity and temperature) [48]. In order to produce scaffolds satisfying the requirements
structurally, mechanically, and biologically, the optimum parameters must be chosen in
accordance with the needs of the electrospinning method and the final prosthesis.
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5. Design Components for Electrospun Vascular Prosthesis

The design parameters for electrospun vascular grafts can be divided into two cate-
gories: the constructional parameters, which involve fiber diameter, pore size, porosity,
fiber orientation, wall thickness, the number of layers, and material selection. The scaffold’s
configuration and material choice are both essential because they have a significant impact
on mechanical and biological characteristics, including compliance, tensile strength, burst
pressure, blood permeability, and suturability, as well as biological processes such as cell
phenotype, ECM formation, and cell diffusion.

5.1. Constructional Parameters

It is challenging to design ideal 3D scaffolds that replicate the properties of ECM;
thus, electrospinning is becoming more popular for making vascular grafts due to its
potential to create scaffolds with micro/nano-scale topography, high surface area-to-volume
proportions, and highly interconnected pores. Researchers can optimize the properties of
prostheses and produce scaffolds with higher cell infiltration and proliferation and adequate
mechanical properties by modifying the construction parameters of fibrous scaffolds by
altering the electrospinning parameters [49].

5.1.1. Fiber Diameter, Pore Size, Porosity, and Permeability

Ideal scaffolds are frequently fabricated to be very porous for cell diffusion, nutri-
ent and oxygen delivery, and metabolic disposal of wastes to promote the development
of targeted neotissues [50]. Small pore sizes are the major issue concerning electrospin-
ning because they result in inadequate cell penetration and compliance mismatch [31,51].
This issue can be resolved by regulating porosity using various techniques, including
salt/polymer leaching, collector modification, post-treatment with laser radiation, and
adjusting the electrospinning conditions. It has been demonstrated that the pore size of
electrospun webs is directly associated with the fiber diameter, suggesting that the pore size
increases with an increase in fiber diameter. Thus, the diameter of the fiber can be easily
modified by changing electrospinning variables such as the polymer concentration, voltage,
and solvent type [51]. Even though electrospun prostheses made of nanofibers have a
greater capacity for cell adhesion and proliferation than scaffolds made of microfibers, they
frequently have lower cell infiltration levels. This is typically due to the small pore sizes,
complex distribution, and lack of pore connectivity of scaffolds made of nanofibers, which
have an impact on long-term matrix regeneration. Thus, using microfibers and nanofibers
together encourages cell adhesion and proliferation with the help of nanofibers and gives
more void areas for cell penetration through less dense microfibers [52].

The pore size of vascular grafts is recognized as an essential design parameter in the
production of TEVGs because the vascular cells must be effectively settled with ECs on the
lumen surface and SMCs in the outer layers. While ECs on the luminal surface prevent
thrombosis, SMCs on the outer wall of vascular scaffolds support the scaffolds’ activities
such as vasoconstriction and vasodilatation [53]. It is claimed that electrospun scaffolds
with fiber diameters of more than 1 um allow larger pore diameters and encourage cell
penetration, whereas smaller fiber diameters of less than 1 pm dramatically restrict diffu-
sion for the majority of cell types, and so the ideal pore diameter necessary for sufficient
cellular penetration is greater than 10 pum [53-55]. Small pore diameters are acceptable for
the ECs to accumulate, proliferate, and infiltrate on the graft surface, which encourages
ECM regeneration; however, they hinder SMCs’ infiltration and colonization around the
neo-vessel [53]. It has also been stated that the optimum scaffold pore diameter ranges from
5 to 500 pm since distinct cell types have unique dimensions and morphologies [56,57].
Large pores are ideal for better cell diffusion but can also promote blood leakage through
the graft wall. With a homogeneous design, it is challenging to achieve a balance among
enhanced tissue regeneration, decreased blood leakage, and sufficient mechanical charac-
teristics; for this reason, multilayered vascular prostheses with different pore diameters
have been thought to be useful [56]. Additionally, it is claimed that grafts with a porosity
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of 90% and pore sizes between 100 and 300 um can effectively support cell adhesion and
matrix development. When SMCs are cultured on these scaffolds, the mechanical behavior
can be changed from elastic to viscoelastic, more closely approximating the mechanical
characteristics of the native vessels [58].

The mechanical characteristics of the vascular scaffolds are also greatly influenced by
the fiber diameter, pore size, and porosity, in addition to their biological impacts. Fluid
permeability, thermal conductivity, diffusion coefficient, elastic modulus, yield, rupture,
stiffness, fatigue resistance, and ductile strength are all significantly affected by porosity,
a microstructural feature [59,60]. The superior mechanical properties are often seen in
scaffolds with low porosity [61]. In nanofibrous scaffolds, mechanical characteristics are
typically reported to decrease as porosity and pore diameter increase [34,62]. The stiff
porous nanofibers located in the nanofibrous webs with strongly packed structures and
enhanced molecular orientation have high tensile modulus and strength and low elongation
at breakage. Reduced porosity and smaller pore sizes also improve the ductility of the
material [63]. On the other hand, larger pore sizes lead to massive surrounding fibrous
tissue accumulation post-implantation, which significantly reduces compliance, whereas
low porosity limits endothelialization, negatively impacting antithrombogenicity [64]. The
graft’s flexibility is reduced due to the extensive fibrous accumulation caused by the large
pore diameters, and high-porosity scaffolds are weaker than low-porosity ones. On the
other hand, sufficient porosity (>80%) is usually necessary to simulate vascular distensibility.
A detailed examination of burst strength is also essential to bring a promising graft through
the stages of in vivo investigation and further clinical studies [65,66]. Interestingly, it has
been demonstrated that the burst strength can decrease significantly after a certain porosity
level because the low-porosity scaffolds are too fragile to withstand high pressures [67].
The more flexible high-porosity scaffold had a larger strain at rupture, burst pressure,
and suture retention strength than the low-porosity scaffold with more closely packed
fibers. When Young’s modulus of the two grafts was compared, the low porosity graft
had higher maximum stress and was stiffer than the high porosity grafts. On the other
hand, bilayered grafts having layers of both high and low porosity exhibited performance
outcomes that were comparable to those of monolayer grafts. Therefore, despite the use of
the same polymer, different microarchitectures may provide mechanical properties that are
noticeably different [68]. Additionally, the in vitro and in vivo mechanical performances of
the grafts should be considered.

In addition to the porosity, pore size, and inner connectivity of pores, static permeabil-
ity is another critical parameter that influences the penetration and proliferation of cells
as vascular graft performance. The permeability affects the molecular exchange between
the enclosed graft and the surrounding blood environment. Permeability depends on the
electrospun scaffolds” packing density, porosity, and pore size. Densely packed fibers result
in poor porosity and permeability, which hinder cellular infiltration inside the scaffolds,
thus limiting the penetration distance of cells. In these circumstances, the oxygen and nu-
trient diffusion is limited, and cells can survive only on the surface. A perfectly permeable
vascular graft should prevent immunogenic molecules from entering and permit the free
transportation of oxygen, essential nutrients, and metabolic waste of cells [69]. To maintain
a cell’s expected growth, the permeability of TEVGs must be sufficient to transport oxygen
and nutrients and export waste between the microenvironment of cells and the blood.

5.1.2. Fiber Orientation

Recent studies on the electrospinning of aligned fibers mainly concentrate on the
configuration of the collector system, such as parallel electrodes, metal rotating discs, and
mandrels. The main concerns of researchers are the linear velocity of the collector surface
and the effects of the collection settings on the electric field. It has been stated that the
electrical properties of the solvent, along with the collector speed, have a significant impact
on the level of fiber orientation [70]. It is challenging to achieve the high speeds greater
than 10,000 min~! required to obtain fiber orientation by using rotating mandrels with
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diameters less than 6 mm. As a result, large-diameter rotating collectors (630 mm, 100 mm,
32 mm, and 640 mm) were used in many studies to achieve high rotational speeds and
eliminate the resonance frequency concern [71]. It has also been shown in the literature
that the polymer type is another factor that affects the aligned fiber morphology. Some
polymers can align crimp-like, whereas others are oriented in the flat form [72].

Fiber orientation has been regarded as one of the most important characteristics of
scaffolds since it affects both cellular orientation and the mechanical characteristics of
prostheses used as vascular grafts [73,74]. The main factor influencing cell development
behavior is fiber orientation, and cells on scaffolds typically create a phenotypic mor-
phology and grow effectively based on fiber alignment [75,76]. Furthermore, it has been
demonstrated in studies that radially oriented fibers encourage SMC penetration and
alignment [77].

On the other hand, there is a significant correlation between the radial elastic modulus
of the tubular scaffolds and the direction of fiber orientation. Circumferentially aligned
fibers provide higher radial elastic modulus, and the Poisson effect confirms the distribu-
tion of fiber orientations in terms of mechanical characteristics [78]. In contrast to their
orientated counterparts, randomly distributed fibers significantly improve the suture re-
tention strength (SRS). This result is unexpected as efficient scaffold designs are usually
approached with orientation to enhance mechanical properties. Thus, a multilayer strategy
for vascular substitutes with carefully selected fiber orientations is necessary to provide
the ideal balance of compliance, burst pressure strength, and SRS, particularly at the anas-
tomotic site [79]. Modifying fiber orientation enables the control of graft compliance [80].
Oriented fibers display better modulus, tensile strength, and burst strength values, as well
as reduced compliance when strained in the direction of orientation, which is related to the
stiff structure of the material [81].

5.1.3. Wall Thickness

Along with the previously mentioned factors, wall thickness is a crucial factor in
designing vascular grafts since it affects the biomechanical characteristics, compliance,
burst pressure resistance, and biological activities. Native vessels are reported to have walls
with thicknesses ranging between 400 and 1000 um [82]. Increasing the electrospinning
duration will result in larger walls for the vascular scaffolds, significantly enhancing their
circumferential tensile strength and suture retention strength [83]. Suture movement is
more challenging in grafts with thicker walls, which provide increased fiber overlapping
and enhanced binding force. However, the increased wall thickness is unfavorable for
graft porosity and compliance [84]. Vascular grafts with a thinner wall thickness are more
permeable and have greater mass transfer than the ones with a greater wall thickness
in vivo. Hence, they have better cell proliferation and attachment performance than grafts
constructed with thick layers [85]. Additionally, studies have demonstrated that as wall
thickness is increased, vascular graft compliance decreases [86]. Compliance mismatch
among the synthetic vascular scaffold and the native blood vessel also causes a change
in hemodynamics, which then affects wall shear stress (WSS) and creates irregular flow
patterns. Thus, undesirable biological responses are triggered by inconsistent mechanical
signals that result in intimal hyperplasia [87]. In several investigations, the wall thickness
has been decreased to produce compliant grafts similar to the native vessels; nevertheless,
this can lead to poor bursting strength, which might not be adequate for implantation. The
thickness of the graft wall also has an impact on blood permeability and graft handling
during surgical procedures. Hence, it may be challenging to achieve a proper balance
between all mechanical and biological properties and design parameters, especially blood
leakage, cell permeability, burst strength, and compliance, when deciding on the wall
thickness of the vascular grafts [88]. This makes determining the ideal wall thickness for
vascular grafts extremely important.
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5.1.4. Number of Layers

As previously mentioned, vascular tissue engineering aims to imitate the construction
and activities of native vessels that are composed of three layers known as the tunica intima,
tunica media, and tunica adventitia, which provide high strength, elasticity, and compliance
as well as outstanding hemodynamic function and anti-thrombogenicity [89]. Different
roles are accomplished by each layer within the blood vessels. For instance, the endothe-
lium layer of a native blood vessel is a well-organized monolayer, and the alignment of
endothelial cells can regulate biological signaling such as intracellular protein expression,
cytoskeleton development, and cellular interactions, whereas the middle layer involves
spindle-shaped and circumferentially oriented SMCs that significantly affect the elasticity,
mechanical strength, and vasoactive reactivity of blood vessels [90]. The reported mechani-
cal and biological incompatibility of monolayered electrospun vascular scaffolds has led to
the development of vascular prostheses with multilayers as an alternative technique for
mimicking the characteristics of these layers [91]. In this regard, the middle and outermost
layers should have a higher porosity to encourage SMC migration, whereas the inner layer
should have a lower porosity to promote EC proliferation and limit blood permeability [92].
According to the researchers, creating multi-layered vascular scaffolds that imitate the
mechanical and structural features of the native vessel walls is a useful way to mimic the
functions of the media and intima layers [90,93]. Additionally, fabricating synthetic vascu-
lar scaffolds consisting of multiple layers with unique mechanical characteristics enables
achieving a particular J-shaped stress—strain curve as in native blood vessels that show
non-linear stress—strain behavior that provides the vessel’s resilience and, as a result, helps
prevent aneurysms [94]. Due to the integrated mechanical features of the layers, the com-
posite effect has been observed in stress—strain graphs in the work by Yalcin Enis et al. [71]
by creating bilayered scaffolds with layers of random and orientated fibers of PCL and
PLC polymers with various molecular weights. Therefore, by optimizing the fiber diameter,
fiber alignment, pore size, wall thickness, material type, or their combinations, multilayer
designs should be created to meet the requirements of vascular grafts in separate layers.

5.2. Material Selection

Synthetic vascular grafts made of non-biodegradable materials, including ePTFE,
Dacron, and PU, which are commercially utilized, are not suitable for manufacturing grafts
with diameters smaller than 6 mm, which are required to replace the saphenous vein,
internal mammary artery, or radial artery as a vascular substitute because of poor patency,
compliance mismatch, thrombosis, and ineffective neo-vessel development [12,77,95]. The
drawbacks of currently available materials have prompted scientists to design biodegrad-
able synthetic vascular grafts to enhance native vessel regeneration and reconstitute a
functional arterial composition. However, when employed in animal experiments, these
grafts have shown severe failure because of aneurysms, intimal hyperplasia, and thrombo-
sis. These outcomes are probably brought on by the regenerated grafts with an insufficient
amount of elastin [96].

Multiple biopolymers, including synthetic and natural ones, can be used to construct
vascular grafts from electrospun fibers [97]. These materials are utilized to create a vascular
scaffold that is physiologically suitable, and they should be chosen based on the graft struc-
ture, desirable biodegradation rate, and capacity for cell adhesion [38]. The material and
architecture of small-caliber TEVGs have a significant impact on their biocompatibility, non-
toxicity, non-immunogenicity, mechanical properties, ease of handling, and storability [98].
Furthermore, the scaffolds need to support host tissue remodelling and tissue regeneration
during biodegradation and withstand inherent biological stresses as in biological systems
to resist long-term issues including infection, intimal hyperplasia, stenosis, calcification,
and aneurysmal dilatation [99]. While a rapid degradation rate may improve regeneration
efficiency, it may also diminish tissue performance and damage mechanical qualities. In
contrast, a slow degradation rate may hinder the development of neo-tissues. Therefore, it
is essential to maintain a balance between the rates of vascular regeneration and biodegra-
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dation [37]. Additionally, the significance of in vivo foreign body responses of monocytes
and macrophages to biomaterials is crucial for developing neo-vessels and thrombosis; as a
result, strategies for material choice and manufacturing that control macrophage phenotype
have drawn considerable attention [100]. Since it is normally impossible for one material to
satisfy all of these qualities, mixing several polymers to form a hybrid graft seems to be
an effective way to fabricate TEVGs [8]. These composite scaffolds can be thought of as
innovative smart biomaterials that have the potential to produce TEVGs since they blend
the advantages of natural polymers, including biocompatibility and biochemical capabil-
ities, with the benefits of synthetic polymers, consisting of high strength, modifiability,
and processability [101]. Some of the most commonly used biopolymers in vascular tissue
engineering applications are given in Table 1, with their advantages and disadvantages.

Table 1. Some of the advantages and disadvantages of natural and synthetic biopolymers used in

tissue engineering.

Type Biopolymers Advantages Disadvantages References
*  Supports ECand SMC Shows thrombogenicity
Collagen attachment ¢ [102-104]
e Biocompatible Lack of mechanical strength
e  Biocompatible Low stability
o Gel forming ability Poor mechanical and barrier
Alginate e  Non-toxic characteristics [105-107]
e  Biodegradable Requirement of combination
e  Easy to process with other biopolymers
e  Formability .
e  Fabricability with other Poor mec.h.a nical strength
biopolvmers Low stability
Chitosan Angco};gulan ¢ ability Low spinnability in [108-110]
Biocompatible electrospinning
. Toxicity
Biodegradable
Natural
) e Mechanically flexible Strong tendency to calcify
Elastin e  Resisting physiological pressures Hard purification process (11-113]
e  Biocompatible
e  Simple extraction procedure
from patient’s blood
I e  Encourages cell adhesion and Low mechanical strength
Fibrin collagen synthesis Fast degradation rate (1141171
e  Nonlinear elasticity
e  Contributing compliance
e  Resisting intense deformations
e  Low cost
* B?ocompatlble Dissolution and loss of gelatin
. e  Biodegradable . . .
Gelatin e  Low antigenicity matrices under physiological [118,119]
e  No denaturation during conditions

electrospinning
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Table 1. Cont.

Type Biopolymers Advantages Disadvantages References
»  Hlodbility - Tigh hycraphobicty resultng n
e  Structural stability lov% ceﬁ] a ffOirPii to cityres &
PCL o  Thermoplasticity . my [120-123]
. . Low bioactivity
s Biocompatible Low oxygen permeabilit
e  Slow biodegradation ygenp y
Low surface energy
e  High tensile strength
e Non-toxicity
Synthetic e Opportunity to c.ont.rol the . Ac.idic degradation byproducts
PLA polymer crystallization, shape, e  DBrittleness [124-127]
and hydrolysis e  Poor wettability
e  Biodegradable
e  Biocompatible
e  Fast degradation rate o  Triggering inflammatory reaction
e  Good mechanical characteristics e  Fast biodegradation rate
PGA e  Biodegradable resulting in a loss of mechanical [128-150]
e  Biocompatible performance

An ideal vascular graft should possess mechanical strength, compliance, suture re-
tention strength, and a J-shaped mechanical response close to physiological levels. The
mechanical responses of both passive (elastin and collagen fibers) and active components
(SMCs) affect the mechanical reaction of the artery wall. When arteries are subjected to
blood pressure, non-linear elastic behavior is seen as a J-shaped curve [131]. Many bioma-
terials and biological tissues have what is known as a J-shaped strain—stress curve, which
illustrates how small increases in stress initially lead to enormous elongation, but as the
material stretches further, it stiffens and becomes more difficult to stretch [132]. Elastin
fibers are mainly responsible for the compliance of vessel walls at low pressures, whereas
high stiffness is mainly caused by the mechanical reaction of collagen at high pressures.
As pressure increases, collagen fibers start aligning and orienting, lowering arterial com-
pliance. Therefore, utilizing collagen and elastin and mimicking their crimpy architecture
appears to be a suitable method for creating a small-caliber vascular graft that simulates
this mechanical reaction [131]. In order to provide sufficient compliance and structural
integrity of TEVGs, the co-spinning of both elastin and collagen has been used as a strategy
to imitate the artery’s three-layered architecture [133].

A natural contractile-like SMC phenotype can be differentiated to resemble the compo-
sition of native blood vessels by using ECM proteins such as collagen type I and insoluble
elastin, which have superior viscoelastic capabilities. In addition to their outstanding
biological features, natural polymers can be easily modified in terms of their mechanical
characteristics and biodegradation rates through the change in their degree of crosslink-
ing [134]. The polymers derived from ECM components collagen, elastin, fibrin, and gelatin
are utilized to create TEVGs. There are many studies targeting the improvement of the in-
tegrity of collagen-based grafts to overcome the inadequate mechanical qualities, including
anastomosis strength, burst pressure, and tensile strength. Elastin and gelatin grafts have
similar behavior. In addition, dynamic culture has enhanced the mechanical behavior of
fibrin grafts developed from in vitro-produced fibroblasts, providing compliance close to
natural blood vessels [8]. The J-shaped mechanical behavior is generally achieved when
natural biopolymers such as collagen, elastin, or fibrin are used.

However, natural polymers’ properties differ from sample to sample, and it might be
challenging to find consistently suitable production conditions. They are also weak, which
makes it tricky to withstand intense physiological forces. Although synthetic biopolymers
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with mechanical properties similar to collagen and elastin appear to be promising materials
for replacement, using them in a neat form causes a decrease in compliance as stress in-
creases. This makes achieving J-shaped reactions in vascular grafts difficult [131]. Some of
the most studied synthetic biopolymers for vascular scaffolds are biodegradable polyesters,
including PGA, PLA, PLLA, their copolymer PLGA, and PCL [10]. When compared to
natural polymers, synthetic polymers have several advantages. First, they are simple to
produce due to their physical and chemical characteristics. Despite their ability to help re-
store damaged tissue structure and activity, these biomaterials have limited cell attachment
locations and thus need chemical modifications. The tensile strength, Young’s modulus,
and degradation rate can be predicted and repeated over a wide range. These polymers
vary in their degree of biodegradability, biocompatibility, and mechanical characteristics,
but no single polymer provides the ideal mix of all of these crucial characteristics [135].
Therefore, utilizing various polymers to construct hybrid grafts that may offer ideal features
similar to native vessels is considered a promising technique.

Tissue engineers have been able to adjust TEVG features thanks to various polymers
and production methods, but choosing the ideal mix of graft properties is still difficult
to accomplish [136]. Therefore, the design and material selection should be considered
together rather than individually, as the scaffold’s characteristics depend on its morphology
and material.

6. Mechanical Forces Acting on the Vascular Grafts

Sufficient mechanical strength and Young’s modulus in the longitudinal and radial
directions are essential for clinical trials of vascular grafts because these scaffolds must
withstand repeated mechanical stresses, including expansion, shrinkage, bending, and
stretching under the in vivo conditions affected by blood flow and body movements [137].
In creating vascular grafts, it has been challenging to balance adequate mechanical strength
to endure physiological pressures and compliance similar to native vessels to avoid unfa-
vorable hemodynamic fluctuations [31]. In order to imitate in vivo conditions, vascular
tissue engineering needs a platform that mimics the hemodynamic shear and regular forces
that vascular tissues experience in the body in the radial, circumferential, and longitudinal
directions. Shear stresses are tangential frictional forces directly affecting ECs and are
delivered to SMCs by interstitial flow and signaling [138]. Numerous hemodynamic forces,
including flow shear stress, frictional forces parallel to the vascular wall produced by blood
flow, and circumferential stress perpendicular to the vascular wall brought on by trans-
mural pressure, affect all blood vessels. Vascular SMCs and ECs are likewise affected by
these physical stresses; variations in stress can trigger intracellular signaling pathways that
affect the cellular activity and blood vessel formation [139]. The endothelium performs the
role of a mechanoreceptor, sensing variations in blood flow, shear stress, and pressure and
then causing the secretion of signaling molecules that cause the SMCs to dilate or constrict.
Pulsatile flow and mechanical stresses in the blood vessel lumen also have an impact on
patency levels. Laminar shear stress is essential for maintaining the required endothelium
morphology [38]. The pulsatile blood pressure periodically exposes the vascular wall to
cyclic circumferential stresses of about 100-150 kPa, causing average strains of 10-15%.
Further, on the vascular wall of humans, blood flow produces an oscillatory shear stress of
1-5 Pa, which differs based on body size and vessel type. Even though shear stresses are
five times less intense than circumferential stresses, they still have a considerable effect on
cellular activity [140].

Therefore, it can be noted that vascular grafts are exposed to four hemodynamic
stresses: shear stress (T, tangential frictional forces acting on ECs attributable to blood flow);
luminal pressure (onor, a cyclic normal force due to blood pressure); cyclic circumferential
stress (0, a circumferential mechanical stretch due to blood pressure); and longitudinal
stress (or,) [141], which are illustrated in Figure 3. Thus, blood pressure produced by
pulsatile blood flow also moves perpendicular to the EC matrix [142].
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Figure 3. The mechanical stresses on blood vessels.

6.1. Shear Stress

The tangential element of frictional forces brought on by the blood flow in a lumen
is known as shear stress. The shear stress unit in the SI system is the Pascal (Pa). The
cardiovascular system frequently makes use of dyn/cm? (1 Pa = 10 dyn/cm?) [143]. Shear
stress (), which is parallel to the vessel wall, is used to describe the frictional force acting
on the vascular endothelium. ECs face shear stress that ranges from 1 to 6 dynes/cm? in
the circulatory system and from 10 to 70 dynes/ cm? in the arteries, with an average of
20 dynes/ cm? [144]. When blood shows laminar flow, shear stress is calculated as

T =4uQ/ (mr®) 1)

where y is the viscosity, Q is the flow rate, and r is the radius of the vessel. The shear stress
in arteries with large diameters typically ranges between 5 and 20 dyn/cm?, although under
conditions of high systolic pressures, significant instant values can reach 40 dyn/cm? [145].

As a result of blood flow, shear stress triggers ECs to convert mechanical sensations
into intracellular signals that change cellular processes such as proliferation, apoptosis,
infiltration, permeability, and regeneration as well as gene expression. These changes
are crucial for maintaining the homeostasis of vascular system and the mechanisms un-
derlying blood flow-induced circumstances such as angiogenesis, vascular regeneration,
and atherogenesis [146,147]. Additionally, endothelial progenitor cells (EPCs) grown from
human peripheral blood elongate and align longitudinally towards the flow direction when
subjected to laminar shear stress [147]. Vasodilation and vasoconstriction triggered by flow
are affected by WSS. Intimal hyperplasia is the outcome of alterations in the flow pattern
that are brought on by both high and low shear stresses. Stress concentration in anasto-
motic regions and compliance mismatch between the native vessel and the scaffold are the
two factors that contribute to abnormal WSS. Therefore, it is critical to avoid compliance
mismatch in order to reduce these disruptive flow patterns [64]. Shear stress can also lead
weakly adhered ECs to detach from the lumen, resulting in thrombosis in vascular grafts
lacking endothelial lining when blood encounters a surface other than the endothelium.
In numerous investigations, exposing vascular grafts to shear forces in pre-implantation
improved EC adhesion [148].

6.2. Luminal Pressure

Pulsatile blood flow creates a tensile stress as a result of the normal force that is
perpendicular to the vessel wall and results in cyclic strain [149]. ECs can sense and
respond to normal stresses. Cell adaptation systems can be inappropriate and cause disease
and significant changes in the cell phenotype when they are subjected to extreme conditions
such as mechanical stress from continuous and high-intensity stretching [150].
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6.3. Cyclic Circumferential Stress

This is the periodic stretching of arterial wall components that is produced by periodic
increments in transmural pressure difference and normal forces caused by blood flow [143].
Axial and circumferential strains have a significant impact on EC morphology, vascular
cell proliferation, and matrix remodeling [151]. Endothelial cells adjust their phenotype
and active signaling mechanisms in response to cyclic circumferential strain by orienting
themselves perpendicular to the force vector [152]. Mechanical stretch, which is detected by
mechanoreceptors, also controls how the SMC responds. Physiological pulsatile circumfer-
ential stress on the arterial wall enables SMCs to show contractile response. Circumferential
stress consequently influences gene expression as well as SMC processes such as prolifer-
ation, survival/apoptosis, diffusion, and ECM remodeling. Circumferential stress varies
from 1 to 2 x 10° dynes/cm?, based on the anatomical region [151].

Circumferential stress is studied more extensively as it provides data on the dimen-
sions of the vascular luminal diameter and wall thickness changes based on blood pressure
variations. It is possible to determine circumferential stress (o), which is frequently
represented in dynes/ cm?, as follows:

ocir = (Prj) /t ()

where P is the internal pressure, rj is the inner radius, and t is the wall thickness of the
graft [153,154]. The mean circumferential stress is considered to better respond to slight
variations in the intima thickness and increases with larger wall thicknesses [155,156]. The
internal pressure also can be calculated as follows:

P =F/(2r;L) 3)

where F is the force when it is exposed to P, and L is the length in the z direction [157]. In
addition, the circumferential strain measures the change in the internal diameter brought on
by a change in the intraluminal pressure. The following formula can be used to determine
strain (¢;), which has no units:

ei=(Dj — Do)/Do 4

where D; is the diameter at a particular pressure, and Dy is the reference diameter [153].
Under physiological blood pressure of 100 mmHg, the mean circumferential stress of the
coronary arteries is around 150 kPa, whereas the strain is approximately 10-15% [158].

6.4. Longitudinal Stress

All arteries experience longitudinal (axial) stresses varying from 40% to 65% in vivo [159].
Physiological alterations can alter these longitudinal stresses because arterial tethering
exposed by surrounding tissues maintains them. Key mechanical signals that encourage
arterial remodeling are also provided by longitudinal stresses, such as changes in shear
stress and circumferential strain [160]. A longitudinal strain also promotes cell proliferation
in the artery wall while preserving arterial wall function [161]. The distending force in
the longitudinal direction results in internal longitudinal stress (o7.p). On the other hand,
a second tensile force creating longitudinal stress in the latter direction exists due to the
arterial tethering (or.7) caused by surrounding tissue along its length. The formulas given
below can be used to calculate the internal longitudinal stress (o1 p), the longitudinal stress
caused by arterial tethering (op-T), and total longitudinal stress (o1 ):

Pr;
oL—p = 7; 5)
oLt =FL1/(m (re — 17%) (6)

OL= OLP + OL.T )
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where the variables are the P, rj, external radius (re), t, and the longitudinal forces comprising
the forces resulting from the blood pressure (Fyp) and tethering (F; 1) in Equations (5) and (6).
The total longitudinal stress (o1) equals the sum of stress due to pressure (oy.p) and stress
due to tethering (o) given in Equation (7) [19]. All dimensional variables and the force
components used in these equations are represented based on the vascular graft in Figure 4.

FL—T

Figure 4. The dimensional variables of a vascular graft and longitudinal force components.

The human femoral artery has a longitudinal elastic modulus of 978 kPa and lon-
gitudinal maximum stress of 65 kPa, placing it at the maximum limit of small-diameter
vascular grafts [162]. Additionally, it has been discovered that when the artery is stretched
longitudinally by 48% of its load-free length in vivo, the longitudinal stresses are greater
than the circumferential stresses [163].

Therefore, the physical and mechanical properties of vascular grafts, such as dimen-
sions, compliance, bursting strength, elasticity, and Young’s modulus, must be properly
provided by considering the design criteria that have a major impact on their long-term
performance in order for them to resist all of the aforementioned forces.

7. Mechanical Characteristics of Vascular Grafts

Recent methods for enhancing the clinical efficacy of vascular grafts and preventing
graft failure brought on by intimal hyperplasia, thrombosis, aneurysm, blood leakage, and
occlusion have been documented in the literature. These methods include creating grafts
with adequate compliance, elasticity, ultimate tensile strength, ultimate strain, Young’s
modulus, burst pressure, and suture retention strength to withstand all of the physiological
stresses that native vessels experience [81,164-167].

According to recent studies, it is essential to develop vascular prostheses that have
sufficient tensile strength and strain and also exhibit a nonlinear, J-shaped stress—strain
behavior similar to human coronary arteries [101]. The stress—strain curve shows that
blood vessels have nonlinear J-shaped mechanical behavior, with an initial elastic region
at low strain due to the presence of elastin, followed by an increase in stiffness with a
curved transition at high strain due to the presence of collagen. Collagen and elastin, two
structural proteins, work together synergistically to produce the J-shaped curve observed
in strained materials. This mechanical response provides adaptation and protection to
aneurysm generation, which is identified as a localized expansion or ballooning of a section
of an artery higher than 50% of its normal diameter, primarily induced by a weakening
of the vascular wall exposed to primary stress [168,169]. Unfortunately, the J-shaped
mechanical behavior of native vessels has not been replicated in most trials fabricating
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vascular prostheses to substitute coronary arteries. Some techniques have been used to
solve these issues, such as constructing the middle and outer layers to approximate the
structural configurations of collagen and elastin fibers found in native blood vessels [170].
Native blood vessels are dynamic, flexible, and strong tissues that can withstand
physiological stresses. The constructed vessel must resist pressure and pulsatile blood
flow without rupturing or membrane leakage. Burst pressure is, therefore, among the
most crucial elements in assessing whether a material is suitable for implantation and
describes the amount of pressure the scaffolds can endure before failing [171]. Gener-
ally, TEVGs designed for replacement are expected to have burst pressures greater than
2000 mmHg [172]. In addition, TEVGs must be able to withstand distortion and compres-
sion and show adequate tensile and shear strength to guarantee that the scaffold can resist
the tensile stress caused by suturing during implantation, to prevent rupture, scattering,
wear of the edges, and tearing of the seams, and to sustain circumferential strength to
withstand hemodynamic forces [84]. The suture retention strength analysis is employed to
calculate the magnitude of force needed to rupture the scaffold wall or rip a suture from a
structure. The suture retention strength of the human saphenous vein is 1.81 N [173].
Compliance, also known as the inverse of stiffness or the change in vessel diameter
over time as a function of pressure, is a term used in vascular tissue engineering to describe
the ability of the vascular scaffold to stretch circumferentially as a reaction to pulsatile
pressure [87,88,174]. The performance of the prosthesis is affected by compliance mismatch
between a native artery and a vascular replacement, which results from different mechanical
behaviors that cause a mismatch in diameter change and can reduce patency due to intimal
hyperplasia [87,175]. Low WSS is considered to be the outcome of the compliance mismatch
interrupting the flow at the distal anastomosis. Because of the low WSS, the vessel wall tries
to restore the flow disruption by thickening the intima, which finally causes the scaffold to
occlude [174]. Additionally, a longer residence duration of atherogenic particles, associated
with the low WSS, may trigger blood particle accumulation or adherence to the artery wall,
encouraging plaque growth and intimal thickening. Thus, lower WSS may be negatively
impacted by arterial compliance mismatch, which could lead to particle deposition in
stiffer vascular wall regions and increase the risk of arterial disease [176]. In many studies,
a compliance mismatch results from the stiffness of commercially available synthetic
polymers, such as ePTFE and Dacron [177]. Moreover, it is well reported that intimal
hyperplasia, anastomotic aneurysms, or pseudoaneurysms can result from excessive stress
at the suture locations caused by a compliance mismatch between the native vessel and
the Dacron scaffolds [178]. Therefore, avoiding these issues and obtaining effective graft
performance depend on developing a scaffold with compliance properties close to native
vessels. Figure 5 illustrates how the compliance level affects blood flow patterns and WSS.
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Figure 5. The effect of compliance on blood flow profiles and WSS [174].

8. Current Studies Guiding the Literature

Some studies focusing on the effect of design criteria on both cellular activities and
mechanical properties and shaping the literature with seminal findings are discussed below.
Fiber diameter and pore geometry, which vary accordingly, are among the design pa-
rameters that should be prioritized in determining mechanical properties. Matsuzaki et al. [179]
studied the influence of pore size on neoarterial tissue regeneration and graft stability over
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the regeneration phase using electrospun scaffolds. Scaffolds with an inner diameter of
5 mm were constructed using electrospun PCL fibers with four distinct porosity and pore
sizes in the outermost layer (79% (4 um), 82% (7 um), 83% (10 pm), and 85% (15 um) and
heparin-conjugated PLCL sponge as the inner layer. All of the grafts were implanted in
adult female sheep. Only scaffolds with pore sizes of 4 um were demonstrated to resist
dilatation for up to a year. Grafts with wider pore sizes improved cell infiltration, but
neotissue could not regenerate quickly enough to provide the mechanical strength required
to resist dilatation. Grafts with pore sizes of 10 and 15 pm had lower strength than that of
the sheep carotid artery, which was approximately 3 MPa, but grafts with pore sizes of 4 and
7 um had higher strength, around 4 MPa. Furthermore, the highest level of compliance was
attained with the 10 pm pore-sized graft at roughly 1% mmHg !, which was still lower
than that of the sheep carotid artery. It is also possible to examine the effect of pore size
on mechanical properties through fiber diameter. Wang et al. [51] used electrospinning
to manufacture PCL vascular grafts with an inner diameter of 2 mm, and thicker fibers
were generated to achieve a structure with macroporosities to improve the scaffold’s cell
infiltration capabilities. While the fiber and pore diameters of these macroporous scaffolds
were around 5-6 pm and 40 um, respectively, these values were around 0.7 pm and 5 pm,
respectively, in microporous scaffolds. The strain value of grafts with thicker fibers was
approximately 639.20% higher than the strain value of grafts with thinner fibers, which
was 168.40%, indicating that thicker-fiber grafts were substantially more rigid than thinner-
fiber grafts. Grafts with thinner and thicker fibers had Young’s moduli of 17.44 MPa and
21.00 MPa, respectively, indicating that an increase in fiber diameter resulted in a slight rise
in Young’s modulus. The ultimate tensile stress value of a thinner fiber graft was 13.35 MPa,
but the ultimate tensile stress of thicker fiber grafts was 8.72 MPa, suggesting that increas-
ing fiber diameter generated decreased tensile stress. Similarly, Valence et al. [56] used
electrospinning to create PCL bilayered grafts with a 2 mm inner diameter, integrating
a high-porosity layer with a low-porosity layer on either the luminal or adventitial side.
There were four types of grafts produced: no barrier (high-porosity scaffold), inside barrier
(low-porosity inner layer and high-porosity outer layer), outside barrier (high-porosity
inner layer and low-porosity outer layer), and only a barrier (low-porosity scaffold). The
results show that high-porosity grafts had a greater strain at break, burst pressure, and
suture retention strength than low-porosity scaffolds. The maximum stress (6.09 MPa) and
Young’s modulus (12.0 MPa) of the low-porosity scaffold were greater than those of the
high-porosity scaffold, at 4.98 MPa and 6.09 MPa, respectively. The only-barrier scaffold
was more rigid than the no-barrier, inside-barrier, and outside-barrier grafts. On the other
hand, the burst pressure and suture retention strength was higher for the more compliant
no-barrier graft than for the only-barrier graft. Thus, it was emphasized that, despite
using the same material, different microarchitectures could result in significantly different
mechanical properties.

The wall thickness of vascular scaffolds, on the other hand, is another structural
parameter that directly affects mechanical features, including compliance, burst pressure,
suture retention, and tensile strength. Johnson et al. [31] investigated the effect of polymer
choice and wall thickness on the mechanical properties of a vascular prosthesis. First, they
evaluated the biomechanical properties of electrospun vascular grafts made of various
biopolymers such as PCL, chitosan, PLCL, and PLLA, with a diameter of 6 mm and a
wall thickness of 650 um. The burst strength of the scaffold made of PLGA was 3.3 MPa,
while the burst strength of the scaffold built of PCL was 0.8 MPa. The burst strengths of
the human carotid artery, human saphenous vein, and ePTFE graft were all much lower
than those of the electrospun scaffolds, ranging between 0.1 and 0.5 MPa. Among all,
the PLLA graft exhibited the highest suture retention strength value of 1022 g. The best
compliance value was 8.2% mmHg~! in PLCL grafts, while PLLA had a compliance value
of approximately 3.8% mmHg !, close to that of the human coronary artery. The ePTFE
graft had the lowest compliance value of 1.6% mmHg~!. They also electrospun PCL grafts
with varying wall thicknesses and studied their mechanical properties to see if sidewall
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thickness affects scaffold compliance and burst pressure. For wall thicknesses ranging
from 400 to 1000 um, compliance remained constant at 2-4% mmHg~!. On the other hand,
PCL grafts exhibited significant variance in compliance values, ranging from 2 to 11%
mmHg ! at wall thicknesses of less than 400 um. The burst pressure increased as the graft
sidewall thickness increased. For PCL grafts with wall thicknesses ranging from 200 to
1000 pum, the burst pressure values increased linearly from 0.6 to 2.9 MPa. As a result,
it was underlined that the wall thickness has a significant and more robust effect on the
mechanical properties. The wall thickness can be adjusted by increasing or decreasing the
electrospinning time. Therefore, optimizing this time to see the wall thickness effect is an
important research topic. The goal of Bazgir et al. [180] was to evaluate the properties of
PLGA and PCL-based nanofibrous scaffolds, as well as the effect of degradation on their
structural properties. Six scaffolds were built by electrospinning, three with PCL and the
others with PLGA, with processing times of 30, 60, and 90 min. It was observed that there
was a clear relationship between the duration of the electrospinning and the tensile strength.
In the case of PCL scaffolds, the ultimate stress and strain values were 0.99 MPa and 24.03%
for the scaffolds fabricated in 30 min and 1.49 MPa and 28.15% for the scaffolds produced
in 90 min, respectively, whereas 1.03 MPa and 34.36% for PLGA scaffolds manufactured in
30 min and 1.76 MPa and 36.33% for PLGA scaffolds produced in 90 min. Thus, both types
of scaffolds demonstrated more robust mechanical properties with longer spinning periods,
resulting in higher wall thicknesses. When the tensile strength and elongation values
of PCL and PLGA scaffolds with a 90-min processing time were compared, the PLGA
membrane was demonstrated to be more elastic and durable than the PCL membrane. The
research reveals a relation between the electrospinning processing time and tensile strength.
The scaffold became thicker and stronger when the electrospinning duration was increased.

Aside from the aforementioned criteria, several studies have focused on the effect of
fiber orientation on the mechanical properties of vascular grafts. Many researchers claim
that, based on the architecture of the native artery, fiber orientation can aid in improving
mechanical properties, particularly tensile strength and burst pressure. Yalcin et al. [71]
generated vascular scaffolds with a 6 mm diameter and a wall thickness ranging between
200 and 300 pm made of randomly distributed or radially oriented PCL and PLCL mi-
crofibers, and the effect of fiber orientation, polymer type, and the number of layers on the
mechanical properties of the prosthesis was investigated. Bilayered grafts were created by
combining layers with randomly distributed fibers in the inner layer and radially orientated
fibers in the outer layer. In general, the fiber orientation in the radial direction utilized in
the outer layers contributed to the burst and tensile strengths of the samples in the same
direction. Among the single-layer grafts, the PCL grafts with oriented fibers had the highest
ultimate tensile strength at 6.7 MPa in the radial direction and the lowest elongation at
break, which was 80%. Oriented PLC samples, on the other hand, displayed elongation
values greater than 900% due to their inherent high elasticity. In the case of bilayered
samples, all of the samples had higher tensile strength and lower elongation values in the
radial direction rather than the axial direction, owing to a greater number of fibers in that
direction to bear stress but also fewer crossing points. Due to their extraordinarily elastic
nature, both randomly distributed and radially orientated PLCL samples swelled at a lower
pressure of around 562 mmHg but had the highest bursting resistance at 1500 mmHg.
The findings supported the significant influence of polymer and graft construction on the
mechanical behavior of scaffolds. Similarly, Grasl et al. [94] used an adjustable electrostatic
field to alter the direction of the electrospinning jet, resulting in 2-mm-caliber vascular
scaffolds containing circumferentially, axially, fenestrated, and randomly distributed PU
and PLLA fibers. The influence of polymers and fiber orientations on the mechanical
behavior of the prosthesis was evaluated and compared to that of the native rat aorta. The
ultimate tensile force of PU and PLLA grafts composed of randomly oriented fibers was
lower than that of the other fiber orientations. The grafts with circumferentially oriented
fibers, on the other hand, had at least six times higher ultimate tensile forces than the grafts
with randomly aligned fibers. Furthermore, the PU and PLLA prosthesis consisting of
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randomly oriented fibers showed a significantly lower maximum tensile force than the rat
aorta (1.1 N) while the samples with circumferentially oriented fibers had much higher
tensile forces than the rat aorta. Scaffolds built of both materials with randomly oriented
fibers exhibited considerably lower burst pressures than other fiber orientations. Each
fiber orientation contributed to bursting strength, close to or greater than the rat aorta’s
burst pressure (1043 mmHg). All directions of the alignment resulted in a decrease in
compliance. The PU scaffolds with randomly oriented fibers displayed the maximum
compliance of 29.7% 100 mmHg !, which is the closest value to the compliance of rat aortas
(37.2% 100 mmHg !). Because of their rigidity, PLLA scaffolds have a lower compliance
value. None of the grafts with alternative fiber alignments or polymers could replicate
the J-shaped mechanical behavior of the rat aorta, supporting the researchers’ view that
multi-layered vascular scaffolds should be constructed to imitate the structure of the native
blood vessel.

Polymers in mixed forms have been thought to be far more promising in tissue engi-
neering applications than utilizing them alone. All polymers have unique properties that
contribute to the various characteristics of the scaffolds. Finding the appropriate blend ratio
is critical for attaining these scaffolds’ required and optimum properties. Gao et al. [37]
investigated the influence of polymer ratios on the mechanical properties and degradability
of 2-mm-caliber electrospun vascular grafts made of PCL and PLGA in several blending
ratios, including 95/5, 90/10, 80/20, and 60/40. When the findings were analyzed, it was
revealed that the mechanical properties of PCL/PLGA (95/5) and PCL/PLGA (90/10) were
adequate for use as vascular prostheses because they did not exhibit ultimate tensile stress,
strain, or bursting strength values under the range of original grafts. The stress-strain
graphs indicated that the strength and elongation of blended samples decreased as the
proportion of PLGA increased. Furthermore, increasing the amount of PLGA reduced
the suture strength and burst pressure of the PCL/PLGA blended scaffolds. The burst
strength of the PCL/PLGA (95/5) and PCL/PLGA (90/10) scaffolds was found to be
greater than 1500 mmHg, allowing them to be employed as a replacement for the native
vessel. In another study examining the blend ratio effect on mechanical properties, Yang
et al. [181] used electrospinning technology to create hybrid grafts of PCL and fibrin with
blend ratios of 0/100, 10/90, 20/80, and 30/70. The results show that adding PCL to fibrin
scaffolds significantly enhanced their mechanical properties. The burst pressure increased
from 1347.43 to 1811.6 mmHg as the PCL ratio rose from 10% to 30%. On the other hand,
the scaffold’s Young’s modulus dropped when the PCL content increased in all of the
scaffolds. Finally, the PCL/fibrin (20/80) scaffold demonstrated balanced mechanical and
degradability properties and high cell compatibility, indicating that it might be used as a
tissue engineering platform for vascular grafts. However, the blend effect may not always
combine the best result of both polymers as desired. Bolbasov et al. [182] used an electro-
spinning method to manufacture scaffolds comprised of PCL, PLLA, blended PCL/PLLA,
and PLLA/PCL copolymer (PLC7015), emphasizing the relevance of material selection.
Due to their highly crystalline structure, PLLA nanofibrous scaffolds showed the highest
tensile strength (13.2 MPa) and lowest elongation (95%) values with uniaxial stretching.
PCL and PLC7015 nanofibrous scaffolds” semicrystalline structures resulted in moderate
strength values of 8.2 MPa and 9.1 MPa, respectively. PLC7015 has a lower crystalline
structure than PCL, resulting in a maximum elongation value of 560%. According to the
researchers, the PCL/PLLA exhibited the lowest strength at 4.7 MPa due to thermodynamic
incompatibility at the molecular scale. The PCL/PLLA graft differed significantly from
the PLC7015 graft in strength and elongation. Thus, when establishing design parameters,
the effect of polymers and the method used to combine different types of polymers (either
copolymerization or blending) on the properties of the scaffolds should be considered.

9. Conclusions

In this review, in-depth research has been conducted by firstly giving the fundamentals
of the structure of the blood vessels, the requirements for the ideal vascular prosthesis,
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and the electrospinning method for fabricating vascular membranes. The significance
of the correct determination of the design parameters to achieve the most ideal vascular
grafts was then emphasized by giving their impact on material function, particularly from
the standpoint of the mechanical and biological performance of the scaffolds. In order
to have a better understanding of the importance of the mechanical properties of the
vascular graft that can be used as a replacement to maintain the damaged tissue functions,
the physiological forces acting on blood vessels and their consequences on physical and
biological activities are also explained in detail. In the final stage, the theoretical part of
the review is supported by the examination and comparison of the recent experimental
findings in the literature. This study aims to guide researchers working in this field by
providing the literature with a comprehensive and comparative summary of the most
recent studies.
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