
 

This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and 
reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited. 

 

Page | 47 

 
 
 
 

https://doi.org/10.59298/ROJPHM/2024/434751 

 
The Role of the Immune System in Tissue Repair and 
Regeneration: A Comprehensive Review 
 

Nabuuma Ruth Nambi 

Faculty of Pharmacy Kampala International University Uganda 

Email: nambi.nabuuma@studwc.kiu.ac.ug 

ABSTRACT 
Tissue repair and regeneration are crucial biological processes that restore the structure and function of damaged 
tissues. While traditionally viewed as a system primarily responsible for defending against pathogens, the immune 
system plays a pivotal role in mediating tissue repair and regeneration. Immune cells, including macrophages, 
neutrophils, T cells, and mast cells, coordinate the complex stages of healing, from the initial inflammatory 
response to tissue remodeling. These immune cells interact with resident tissue cells and secrete cytokines and 
growth factors that regulate cellular proliferation, angiogenesis, and scar formation. Macrophages, in particular, 
are versatile, shifting between pro-inflammatory (M1) and anti-inflammatory (M2) states to support different 
phases of healing. Dysregulation of immune responses can lead to chronic inflammation or excessive fibrosis, 
impairing proper tissue repair. Recent advancements in understanding the immune mechanisms involved in tissue 
regeneration have opened new therapeutic avenues for enhancing healing in cases of chronic wounds, heart 
damage, and other conditions with limited regenerative capacity. This review explores the roles of immune cells 
and signaling molecules in tissue repair, highlighting their potential as targets for therapies that promote 
regeneration and reduce fibrosis. Additionally, it discusses the challenges and future directions in the field of 
regenerative medicine, including personalized immune modulation and biomaterials that enhance immune-
mediated healing. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Tissue repair and regeneration are fundamental processes essential for maintaining the structural and functional 
integrity of organisms following injury. While repair involves the restoration of tissue through fibrosis and scar 
formation, regeneration refers to the complete reconstitution of the original tissue without scarring, allowing for 
the recovery of both form and function [1, 2]. These two processes are intricately regulated by various cellular 
and molecular mechanisms that govern inflammation, tissue proliferation, and remodeling. Traditionally, the 
immune system has been studied in the context of its role in defending the body against foreign pathogens such as 
bacteria, viruses, and other harmful agents [3]. However, over the past few decades, there has been a growing 
appreciation of the immune system’s critical involvement in non-pathogen-related processes, particularly in tissue 
repair and regeneration. Far from being a mere responder to injury, the immune system actively participates in 
orchestrating tissue recovery through complex, dynamic interactions between immune cells, cytokines, growth 
factors, and tissue-resident cells [4]. The immune response to injury follows a well-coordinated sequence of 
events, beginning with the rapid recruitment of immune cells to the site of damage. Neutrophils and macrophages, 
for example, arrive at the wound early, performing tasks such as clearing cellular debris and preventing infection 
[5]. Macrophages, known for their plasticity, can switch between pro-inflammatory (M1) and anti-inflammatory 
(M2) phenotypes to support different stages of healing, from inflammation to tissue remodeling [6]. Other 
immune cells, including T cells, dendritic cells, and mast cells, also play significant roles by regulating 
inflammation, promoting cellular proliferation, and influencing scar formation. In addition to these cellular 
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players, the immune system orchestrates tissue repair through a host of signaling molecules, including pro-

inflammatory cytokines like IL-1 and TNF-α, as well as anti-inflammatory cytokines like IL-10 and TGF-β [7]. 
These molecules not only modulate the immune response but also stimulate the activity of fibroblasts, endothelial 
cells, and stem cells to promote wound healing and tissue regeneration. Understanding the dual role of the 
immune system in both promoting and regulating tissue repair is critical for developing therapies aimed at 
improving regenerative outcomes. In this review, we explore the complex interactions between immune cells, 
signaling molecules, and tissue-resident cells, and discuss how the modulation of the immune response could 
enhance tissue repair and regeneration, particularly in contexts where healing is impaired or incomplete. 

1. Overview of Tissue Repair and Regeneration 
Tissue repair is the process by which damaged tissues are replaced by scar tissue or fibrotic tissue. In contrast, 
regeneration refers to the complete restoration of the original tissue architecture and function, often without 
scarring [8]. Tissue repair typically involves three phases: inflammation, proliferation, and remodeling. 
Inflammation: Immediately after injury, the body initiates an inflammatory response to remove dead or damaged 
cells, prevent infection, and prepare the tissue for repair. Proliferation: During this phase, cells such as fibroblasts, 
endothelial cells, and keratinocytes proliferate to rebuild the damaged tissue. Remodeling: This final phase 
involves the maturation and reorganization of the newly formed tissue to achieve functional recovery [9]. In 
regeneration, the process is often more complex and involves stem cell activation, which can recreate the lost 
tissue without scarring. Both processes are heavily influenced by the immune system. 

2. Key Immune Cells in Tissue Repair and Regeneration 
2.1 Macrophages 

Macrophages are among the most versatile immune cells in tissue repair and regeneration. These cells exhibit 
remarkable plasticity, transitioning between different functional states (M1 and M2 macrophages) depending on 
the signals they receive from their environment. 
M1 Macrophages: These are pro-inflammatory and play a role in the initial phases of injury response by secreting 

pro-inflammatory cytokines such as IL-1, IL-6, and TNF-α. They help clear pathogens, debris, and damaged cells 
[7]. 
M2 Macrophages: In later stages of repair, macrophages shift to an anti-inflammatory (M2) phenotype, promoting 

tissue repair and regeneration by releasing growth factors like TGF-β and VEGF. These cells also facilitate the 
resolution of inflammation, a critical step in preventing chronic inflammation and fibrosis [10]. 

2.2 Neutrophils 
Neutrophils are the first immune cells to arrive at the site of injury. Their primary role is to eliminate pathogens 
and clear damaged tissue through phagocytosis [11]. They also release proteases and reactive oxygen species 
(ROS), which help in tissue clearance. However, excessive neutrophil activity can contribute to tissue damage 
[12], so their timely resolution is critical for proper healing. 

2.3 T Cells 
T cells, particularly regulatory T cells (Tregs), modulate the immune response during tissue repair. Tregs 
suppress excessive inflammation and promote tissue repair by interacting with macrophages and other immune 
cells [13]. Studies have shown that depletion of Tregs impairs wound healing, while their presence enhances 
tissue regeneration. 

2.4 Dendritic Cells 
Dendritic cells (DCs) are antigen-presenting cells that bridge the innate and adaptive immune responses. While 
traditionally viewed as immune sentinels, they also contribute to tissue repair by interacting with other immune 
cells and secreting cytokines that promote angiogenesis and tissue remodeling [14]. 

2.5 Mast Cells 
Mast cells are involved in both the inflammatory and proliferative phases of tissue repair. They release histamine 
and other mediators that increase vascular permeability and recruit other immune cells to the injury site. Mast 
cells also contribute to fibrosis and scarring by secreting fibrogenic cytokines [15]. 

3. Cytokines and Growth Factors in Tissue Repair and Regeneration 
Cytokines and growth factors are crucial signaling molecules that mediate immune responses and tissue repair. 
These molecules orchestrate the activities of immune cells, fibroblasts, endothelial cells, and stem cells to ensure 
efficient tissue repair. 

Pro-inflammatory cytokines such as IL-1, IL-6, and TNF-α initiate the repair process by promoting inflammation 
and recruiting immune cells to the injury site [16]. 

Anti-inflammatory cytokines like IL-10 and TGF-β are essential for resolving inflammation and promoting tissue 

remodeling. TGF-β, in particular, is critical for collagen deposition and scar formation [17]. 
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Growth factors such as vascular endothelial growth factor (VEGF), platelet-derived growth factor (PDGF), and 
epidermal growth factor (EGF) stimulate angiogenesis, cellular proliferation, and tissue remodeling [18]. 

4. Immune System in Specific Types of Tissue Repair and Regeneration 
4.1 Skin Repair and Wound Healing 

Skin repair is one of the most studied models of tissue regeneration. Immune cells like macrophages, neutrophils, 
and T cells play critical roles in clearing infection, stimulating re-epithelialization, and remodeling the 
extracellular matrix (ECM) [19]. In chronic wounds, such as diabetic ulcers, dysregulated immune responses lead 
to persistent inflammation and impaired healing [20]. 

4.2 Cardiac Tissue Regeneration 
Following myocardial infarction (heart attack), the immune system mediates the clearance of dead cells and 
promotes scar formation [21]. However, the adult mammalian heart has limited regenerative capacity. Modulation 
of immune cells, particularly macrophages and Tregs, is being investigated as a means to enhance cardiac 
regeneration. 

4.3 Skeletal Muscle Regeneration 
Skeletal muscle has a high regenerative capacity, largely due to the activity of satellite cells (muscle stem cells). 
Macrophages play an essential role in muscle regeneration by transitioning from an inflammatory (M1) to a 
reparative (M2) phenotype, which supports satellite cell activation and muscle fiber repair [22]. 
 

4.4 Nervous System Repair 
In contrast to other tissues, the central nervous system (CNS) has limited regenerative capacity. Following injury, 
such as spinal cord injury, immune responses can exacerbate damage through chronic inflammation. However, 
certain immune cells, like microglia (the CNS-resident macrophages), can promote axonal growth and 
neurogenesis under specific conditions [23]. 

5. Immune Modulation in Tissue Regeneration Therapies 
Given the pivotal role of the immune system in tissue repair, strategies to modulate immune responses are being 
explored in regenerative medicine. These include: 

1. Immune-suppressive therapies to reduce chronic inflammation and prevent fibrosis [24]. 
2. Immune-enhancing therapies to promote the recruitment of pro-regenerative immune cells. 

Biologics such as cytokines, growth factors, and cell-based therapies (e.g., mesenchymal stem cells) to modulate 
the immune response and improve tissue repair outcomes [25]. Researchers are also investigating the potential of 
bioengineering approaches, such as biomaterials that can locally modulate the immune response to enhance tissue 
regeneration. 

6. Challenges and Future Directions 
While significant progress has been made in understanding the role of the immune system in tissue repair and 
regeneration, several challenges remain. These include: 
Understanding the balance between pro-inflammatory and anti-inflammatory responses that promote optimal 
healing without excessive scarring. Individual variability: The immune response to injury can vary greatly 
between individuals due to factors such as age, genetics, and underlying health conditions [26]. 
Chronic diseases: Conditions like diabetes and chronic infections alter the immune response, leading to impaired 
healing and excessive fibrosis [27]. Future research is likely to focus on identifying specific immune targets for 
therapeutic interventions, developing personalized regenerative therapies, and improving our understanding of 
how immune cells interact with other components of the tissue microenvironment. 

CONCLUSION 
The immune system is a key regulator of tissue repair and regeneration. Immune cells, cytokines, and growth 
factors orchestrate the processes of inflammation, tissue remodeling, and regeneration. While the immune 
response is essential for clearing damaged tissue and promoting repair, dysregulated or excessive immune activity 
can lead to chronic inflammation and fibrosis. Therapeutic strategies that modulate the immune response hold 
great promise for enhancing tissue repair and regeneration, particularly in chronic or non-healing injuries. 
Continued research into the immune mechanisms underlying tissue repair will provide valuable insights into 
developing effective regenerative therapies. 
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