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Injurious mechanical loading of articular cartilage and associated lesions compromise
the mechanical and structural integrity of joints and contribute to the onset and
progression of cartilage degeneration leading to osteoarthritis (OA). Despite extensive
in vitro and in vivo research, it remains unclear how the changes in cartilage
composition and structure that occur during cartilage degeneration after injury, interact.
Recently, in silico techniques provide a unique integrated platform to investigate
the causal mechanisms by which the local mechanical environment of injured
cartilage drives cartilage degeneration. Here, we introduce a novel integrated Cartilage
Adaptive REorientation Degeneration (CARED) algorithm to predict the interaction
between degenerative variations in main cartilage constituents, namely collagen fibril
disorganization and degradation, proteoglycan (PG) loss, and change in water content.
The algorithm iteratively interacts with a finite element (FE) model of a cartilage explant,
with and without variable depth to full-thickness defects. In these FE models, intact and
injured explants were subjected to normal (2 MPa unconfined compression in 0.1 s) and
injurious mechanical loading (4 MPa unconfined compression in 0.1 s). Depending on
the mechanical response of the FE model, the collagen fibril orientation and density,
PG and water content were iteratively updated. In the CARED model, fixed charge
density (FCD) loss and increased water content were related to decrease in PG content.
Our model predictions were consistent with earlier experimental studies. In the intact
explant model, minimal degenerative changes were observed under normal loading,
while the injurious loading caused a reorientation of collagen fibrils toward the direction
perpendicular to the surface, intense collagen degradation at the surface, and intense
PG loss in the superficial and middle zones. In the injured explant models, normal loading
induced intense collagen degradation, collagen reorientation, and PG depletion both on
the surface and around the lesion. Our results confirm that the cartilage lesion depth
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is a crucial parameter affecting tissue degeneration, even under physiological loading
conditions. The results suggest that potential fibril reorientation might prevent or slow
down fibril degradation under conditions in which the tissue mechanical homeostasis is
perturbed like the presence of defects or injurious loading.

Keywords: mechanobiological modeling, finite element method, cartilage degeneration, osteoarthritis, adaptive
modeling, in silico techniques, articular cartilage, regulatory algorithm

INTRODUCTION

Osteoarthritis (OA) is a complex multi-faceted joint disease of
which articular cartilage degeneration is a hallmark. OA is a
prevalent disease in the elderly, but younger patients can be
affected by mechanically induced OA due to an injury or chronic
overloading of the tissue (e.g., due to sports activities) (Mukherjee
et al., 2020). OA compromises the biological and mechanical
integrity of articular cartilage, whose main role is to reduce the
friction between articulating bone surfaces and transmit loads to
the underlying subchondral bone (Da Silva et al., 2009; Eskelinen
et al., 2019). Despite extensive studies, as detailed in the following
paragraphs, so far, the mechanisms behind mechanically induced
OA are not fully understood. The focus of this paper is to propose
an integrated in silico cartilage degeneration model including
key features of cartilage damage. The model predictions are
compared with previous experimental observations on the role
of injurious mechanical loading and the presence of focal defects
in cartilage degeneration.

Articular Cartilage Composition
Articular cartilage is an avascular tissue composed of
chondrocytes embedded within their self-produced extracellular
matrix (ECM). The biphasic ECM is composed of water and a
solid phase (Mohammadi et al., 2013). The main constituents
of the solid phase are collagen fibrils and proteoglycans (PGs).
The collagen fibrils form an arcade-shaped fibril network which
is organized into three layers known as superficial, middle and
deep zones. The PGs control water content through variations
in the hydrophilic negatively charged glycosaminoglycan (GAG)
content, these produce a negative fixed charge density (FCD)
within the tissue (Roughley and Lee, 1994; Hosseini et al.,
2014; Orozco et al., 2018). The FCD causes osmotic pressure
differences within the tissue and subsequently, cartilage swelling.
The collagen network resists the swelling through the tensile
strength of the collagen fibrils and prevents the extrusion of
PGs from the ECM during interstitial fluid flow (Julkunen et al.,
2013; Gardiner et al., 2016). In the macro-scale, this swelling
behavior is critical in resisting compressive loads and therefore
maintaining the unique mechanical properties of cartilage
(Fox et al., 2009).

Mechanically Induced OA Onset and
Progression
Cartilage homeostasis maintains the structural properties and
unique mechanical behavior of the tissue through sustained
ECM synthesis. Injurious loading to the articular cartilage and
consequent lesions (Dulay et al., 2015) may change the stress

and strain distribution within the tissue (Wilson et al., 2006a;
Speirs et al., 2014; Ferizi et al., 2017; Tanska et al., 2018).
These alternations are often associated with or followed by
chondrocyte dedifferentiation and apoptosis, PG depletion, as
well as collagen fibril disorganization and degradation (Loening
et al., 1999; Horton et al., 2006; Wilson et al., 2006a; Ferizi
et al., 2017; Tanska et al., 2018). Local PG depletion will cause
FCD loss and consequently FCD will attract less water into the
tissue. Conversely, loss (and disorganization) of solid contents
due to PG depletion increases tissue hydration (Sah et al., 1991;
Setton et al., 1999; Men et al., 2017). An increase in tissue
hydration was found to be a major contributor to collagen
network disorganization (Saarakkala et al., 2010) and a decrease
in tissue stiffness (Buckwalter, 1992). Therefore, a chain of
degenerative mechanisms (i.e., fibril network disorganization,
PG depletion and fibril degradation) is suggested to underly
OA development following injurious cartilage loading, however,
their exact interactions and in particular the roles of fibril
disorganization and increased tissue hydration are not clear.

Understanding the various mechanisms behind the onset and
progression of mechanically induced OA and their interactions is
crucial to elucidate their role and optimize treatment methods.
However, in vivo and in vitro studies face several limitations
to evaluate the interactive roles of collagen disorganization
and degradation, FCD loss and increase in tissue hydration in
OA onset and progression. These are related to limited access
to samples and test data, the need for specific experimental
facilities, and high costs. Indeed, in in vivo and in vitro
experiments, multiple processes occur simultaneously and their
mutual influence and unique contribution to OA onset and
progression cannot be isolated.

In silico Models to Predict OA Onset and
Progression
In silico models provide a unique platform to incorporate insights
from in vivo and in vitro experiments. These models leverage
enhanced understanding of the local mechanical environment
in cartilage tissue under injurious loading and around structural
defects as well as its contribution to cartilage damage. To this
end, several in silico models were introduced in the literature
(Keenan et al., 2013; Wu et al., 2016; Koh et al., 2019; Wang
et al., 2019). Among the proposed models, a fibril-reinforced
poro-viscoelastic swelling (FRPVES) finite element (FE) model
introduced by Wilson et al. (2005) accounts for different ECM
constituents (i.e., collagen content, fibril orientation, PG content,
and water content) and therefore allows studying the effect of
variations in cartilage composition due to the altered mechanical
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environment. To simulate cartilage degeneration and load-
dependent changes in the contents of ECM constituents, several
adaptive algorithms have previously been introduced in the
FRPVES model. These adaptive algorithms have been used to
predict the individual effect of collagen network disorganization
(Wilson et al., 2006a; Tanska et al., 2018), PG depletion (Orozco
et al., 2018, 2020; Eskelinen et al., 2019), collagen degradation
(Wilson et al., 2006b; Mononen et al., 2016; Liukkonen et al.,
2017), and combined PG depletion and collagen degradation
(Julkunen et al., 2013; Quiroga et al., 2017; Mononen et al.,
2018). Aside from a previously proposed model that predicts
the individual effect of PG depletion in cartilage degeneration
through a decrease in FCD content (Orozco et al., 2018, 2020;
Eskelinen et al., 2019), all other adaptive cartilage degeneration
models predict tissue degradation through a decrease in material
properties associated to PG or collagen content but do not change
the introduced PG and collagen contents to the model.

Although these studies provide insights into local degenerative
changes in cartilage tissue, they fail to predict changes in the
contents of cartilage constituents and their isolated role in
different degeneration mechanisms as well as their interactions.
More specifically, existing cartilage degeneration algorithms lack
biofidelity as they fail to (i) predict the changes in the contents
of cartilage constituents (i.e., collagen and water contents) due to
degeneration, (ii) account for experimentally observed effect of
fibril disorganization (Makela et al., 2012), in combination with
other degenerative mechanisms, and (iii) model the local increase
in tissue hydration as a consequence of cartilage degeneration.
The integration of these different degeneration mechanisms (in
particular collagen fibril reorientation and degradation, FCD
loss and increase in water content due to PG depletion) and
their interaction into an integrated FE framework would allow
a more mechanistic insights into cartilage degeneration. This
would fulfill a currently unmet need clearly identified in literature
(Wilson et al., 2006a; Tanska et al., 2018; Eskelinen et al., 2019;
Mukherjee et al., 2020).

In this study, for the first time, we present an integrated
adaptive FE framework that predicts the cartilage degenerative
behavior through variations in cartilage constituents (i.e.,
collagen, FCD and water contents). In this framework, the
previously developed algorithms for collagen fibril reorientation
(Wilson et al., 2006a; Tanska et al., 2018) and degradation
(Valentín et al., 2013; Famaey et al., 2018) were adapted and
integrated with a novel PG depletion algorithm to predict
the interactive effect of different degenerative mechanisms in
cartilage degeneration: the collagen fibril degradation algorithm
was adopted from an existing arterial degradation model
(Valentín et al., 2013) and implemented to predict the decrease
in collagen content due to cartilage degeneration. Furthermore,
PG depletion was coupled to a decrease in the FCD content
and a consequent increase in tissue hydration as part of the
cartilage degeneration processes. This is in contrast to previous
implementations where PG depletion was primarily modeled
through a decrease in FCD content (Orozco et al., 2018,
2020; Eskelinen et al., 2019) or variations in cartilage material
properties (Julkunen et al., 2013; Quiroga et al., 2017; Mononen
et al., 2018). The performance of the novel Cartilage Adaptive

REorienetation Degeneration (CARED) algorithm was evaluated
with FE models of (i) an intact cartilage explant under normal
loading, (ii) an intact cartilage explant under injurious loading,
and (iii) cartilage explants with focal defects in accordance with
the International Cartilage Regeneration and Joint Preservation
Society (ICRS) grades 1, 2, and 3 under normal loading. This
provides unique insights into the complex cascade/interactions
of the different processes that affect the cartilage constituents
and drive cartilage degeneration following injurious loading and
cartilage injury.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Finite Element Modeling
A 3D description of the FRPVES material with Donnan osmotic
swelling (Wilson et al., 2005; Eskelinen et al., 2019) was used
to simulate the mechanics of articular cartilage. The structural,
compositional and material parameters of the FRPVES model for
healthy bovine articular cartilage were adopted from Tanska et al.
(2018) and Eskelinen et al. (2019). Detailed descriptions of the
material model, initial cartilage composition and parameters are
provided in Supplementary Table 1. In the 3D description of the
FRPVES model, the collagen network consists of four arcade-
shaped primary fibrils and 13 randomly oriented secondary
fibrils. Experimental observations show that the primary fibrils at
the superficial layer are oriented in two directions in most parts of
the articular cartilage tissue (Clark, 1985; Mononen et al., 2012).
Therefore, the primary fibrils were oriented in two directions
forming split-lines at the model surface (+x and –x directions in
Figure 1A).

Three groups of FE models of cartilage explants were created
(Figure 2): (Figure 2A) reference model: intact explant with
normal gait loading assumed to be a 2 MPa ramp load in 0.1 s
(Kłodowski et al., 2016; Tanska et al., 2018; Eskelinen et al.,
2019), (Figure 2B) injurious loading model: intact explant with
injurious loading assumed to be a 4 MPa ramp load in 0.1 s
(Loening et al., 1999, 2000; Quinn et al., 2001), and (Figure 2C)
injury model: three explant models each included a 20 µm wide
and either a 100, 380, or 750 µm deep lesion throughout the
explant (Tanska et al., 2018) mimicking the ICRS defect grades
1, 2, and 3, respectively. Explants of this group were subjected
to normal gait loading response (approximated with 2 MPa
ramp load in 0.1 s).

The FE models of cartilage explants were created with
cylindrical geometries (thickness h = 1.5 mm and radius
r = 1.5 mm, Figure 1B). The bottom surface of the explant
was restricted against vertical translation but allowed radial
expansion. First, the cartilage explant was allowed to swell freely
to reach mechanical equilibrium. During the free swelling step,
the fluid was able to flow through the side and top surfaces
(pore pressure = 0). The free swelling step was followed by a
compression loading that was applied using a rigid platen on
the top surface of the explant. During the compression step, the
fluid flow through the top surface was restricted. The friction
coefficient between the rigid platen and explant surface was set

Frontiers in Bioengineering and Biotechnology | www.frontiersin.org 3 June 2021 | Volume 9 | Article 680257

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/bioengineering-and-biotechnology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/bioengineering-and-biotechnology#articles


fbioe-09-680257 June 16, 2021 Time: 16:8 # 4

Elahi et al. An Integrated in silico Cartilage Degeneration Framework

FIGURE 1 | (A) Primary collagen fibril orientation and (B) Geometry, loading, boundary conditions and layers of the cartilage explant defined in the finite element
model (see Supplementary Material for details about cartilage layers and depth-dependent properties).

to 0.05 to simulate cartilage-to-cartilage contact (McCann et al.,
2009; Eskelinen et al., 2019).

Intact cartilage explants and cartilage explants with focal
defects corresponding to ICRS grades 1, 2, and 3 were meshed
by 12,960, 15,176, 14,816, and 14,100 linear pore pressure
continuum elements (element type C3D8P), respectively. Mesh
convergence was ensured by modeling cartilage explant using
half, twice, and four times of the selected element numbers.
Simulations with higher mesh densities showed no substantial
differences in deformation gradient distributions (the FE
simulation output used in the adaptive algorithm of section
“CARED Model”).

CARED Model
To predict the interaction between collagen fibril disorganization
and degradation, as well as PG depletion, a novel integrated FE-
based framework (CARED model) was introduced. The CARED
model input parameter is the deformation gradient tensor (F) of
the FE simulation that iteratively determines the mechanically
induced fibril reorientation and degradation, as well as the PG
depletion in the articular cartilage. In this study, the reorientation
and degenerations were assumed to take place with respect to
the undeformed state, and thus, the strain in the cartilage tissue
was evaluated in a Lagrangian frame from the Green–Lagrangian
strain tensor E (Tanska et al., 2018):

E =
1
2

(C−I) , (1)

where C is the right Cauchy-Green strain tensor:

C = FT · F. (2)

The principal values (λj) and directions (nj) of
E were calculated and used in the reorientation and
degeneration algorithms.

Figure 2 shows a general overview of the CARED adaptive
model, where the fibril reorientation, fibril degradation, and PG
depletion algorithms are highlighted with green, orange, and blue
frames respectively. Besides the novelty regarding integrating

a fibril reorientation algorithm with collagen degradation and
PG depletion mechanisms, the magenta frames and arrows in
Figure 2 highlight the novelties in (i) adapting the collagen
degeneration theory from arterial tissue (Valentín et al., 2013;
Famaey et al., 2018) to cartilage, (ii) using a non-localization
theory for PG depletion, (iii) introducing a novel algorithm for
the increase in tissue hydration, and (iv) relating the increase
in tissue hydration and FCD loss to PG depletion (details are
given in the following paragraphs). The fibril reorientation, FCD
loss, and non-localization theories were adopted from previous
studies: (Wilson et al., 2006a; Tanska et al., 2018), (Orozco
et al., 2018; Eskelinen et al., 2019) and (Quiroga et al., 2017),
respectively. The procedure was repeated in 50 consecutive
iterations of arbitrary time after which the reorientation and
degeneration values reached an equilibrium.

Collagen Fibril Reorientation Algorithm
A previously developed collagen fibril reorientation algorithm
was integrated to predict the fibril network disorganization in
mechanically altered cartilage tissue, as observed experimentally
(Makela et al., 2012). This algorithm assumes that collagen fibrils
align according to a tensile strain direction, also confirmed by
other computational and experimental studies (Driessen et al.,
2005; Makela et al., 2012; Nagel and Kelly, 2013). This algorithm
was initially introduced for arterial tissue by Driessen et al.
(2003) and adapted for cartilage by Wilson et al. (2006a) and
Tanska et al. (2018).

In our CARED model, we integrated the reorientation
algorithm from Tanska et al. (2018). This algorithm proposes that
the fibrils reorient toward a preferred fibril direction:

ep =
g1n1 ± g2n2 ± g3n3√

g2
1 + g2

2 + g2
3

, (3)

where nj are the principal strain directions and gj are the
functions of principal values of Green–Lagrangian strain tensor:{

gj = λj,λj > 0
gj = 0,λj ≤ 0

(4)
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Therefore, only positive principal strains contributed to the
fibril reorientation. Equation (3) may result in up to four
preferred fibril directions, among which the closest preferred
direction to the current fibril direction (ef_i) was used to

determine the fibril reorientation around a rotation axis
defined as:

er =
ef_i × ep

‖ ef_i × ep ‖
(5)

FIGURE 2 | Cartilage explant geometries and applied loadings for the finite element model and the adaptive algorithm: (A) the reference model, (B) the injurious
loading model, and (C) the focal defect models of ICRS grades 1, 2, and 3. After finite element simulation, the obtained deformation gradient was used to calculate
principal values and directions of strain tensor at each element. These values were used to calculate the fibril reorientation [green frames, adopted from Tanska et al.
(2018)], fibril degradation [orange frames, adopted from the studies on arterial tissue (Valentín et al., 2013; Famaey et al., 2018) and changed for cartilage] and PG
depletion [blue frames, partially adopted from Eskelinen et al. (2019) and Quiroga et al. (2017)]. The magenta frames and arrows highlight the novelties in (i) adapting
the collagen degeneration theory from arterial tissue to cartilage, (ii) using a non-localization theory for PG depletion, (iii) introducing a new algorithm for the increase
in tissue hydration, and (iv) relating hydration variations and FCD loss to PG depletion. The definitions of preferred fibril directions and the angle between current and
preferred fibril direction can be found in section “Collagen Fibril Reorientation Algorithm”.
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The new fibril direction was calculated as:

ef_i+1 = exp
(
dθ
dt

K̂
)
ef_i, (6)

where K̂ is cross-product matrix of er and dθ
dt is the angular

velocity of reorientation defined as:

dθ
dt
= κα = κ arccos ‖ ef_i · ep ‖, (7)

where α is the angle between the current (ef_i) and preferred (ep)
fibril directions and κ is the reorientation rate, which was defined
as: {

κ = 0.3, if α ≥ 1◦ and εf > 0
κ = 0, if α < 1◦ or εf ≤ 0

, (8)

i.e., the fibril reorientation was only allowed if α ≥ 1◦ and
fibril experiences tension (εf is the strain in fibril direction- see
Supplementary Material). The value of 0.3 was selected based
on previous studies (Wilson et al., 2006a; Tanska et al., 2018).
In this study, this value is a computational parameter without
a physical time scale and it controls the reorientation rate for
optimal convergence.

To optimize model convergence, the aforementioned
calculations were performed for one of the four primary
fibrils. One of the remaining primary fibrils was assumed to
reorient in the same direction as the first fibril and the two
others were assumed to reorient symmetrical to the calculated
reorientation (symmetry was calculated concerning the y-z plane
in Figure 1A).

Collagen Fibril Degradation Algorithm
To develop an algorithm for collagen degradation, a theory
originally introduced for arterial tissue was used (Valentín
et al., 2013; Famaey et al., 2018). The theory suggests that the
contribution of collagen fibril in tissue stiffness in the next
iteration (Collcontrib,i1) can be obtained from its contribution to
the current iteration (Collcontrib,i) as follows:

Collcontrib, i+1 = Collcontrib, iDcoll, (9)

where Dcoll is the collagen degradation rate calculated in relation
to a damage function (β) and a material damage parameter
(mcoll):

Dcoll = 1−exp
(
−

β

mcoll

)
(10)

Computational findings suggest that the tensile stimulus to the
collagen network needs to be considered in the adaptive modeling
of the collagen fibril degradation in cartilage (Wilson et al., 2006b;
Hosseini et al., 2014; Tanska et al., 2018). Therefore, tensile strain
in the fibril was used as a threshold for the fibril degradation (i.e.,
the fibril degradation occurs if εf > K0,f) (Hosseini et al., 2014;
Famaey et al., 2018). The threshold was assumed to be K0,f = 10%
(Famaey et al., 2018). To adapt the collagen degradation model
for cartilage, β was estimated with:

β =
∣∣εf−K0,f

∣∣ , (11)

and for simplicity and to reduce the number of model
parameters it was assumed that mcoll = 1. In the FRPVES model,
the contribution of collagen fibrils to tissue stiffness was assumed
with depth-dependent collagen fibril density (Collcontrib,i = ρz,i-
see Supplementary Table 1). Therefore, the collagen fibril
degradation theory for cartilage tissue was calculated as:

ρz,i+1 =

{
ρz,i if εf ≤ K0,f[
1−exp

(
−
∣∣εf−K0,f

∣∣)] ρz,i if εf > K0,f
(12)

The greater the εf, the collagen fibril density decreases more
with consecutive loading iterations of arbitrary time. More details
about the collagen fibril density parameter can be found in
Supplementary Material.

Proteoglycan Depletion Algorithm
We implemented a PG depletion algorithm developed by
Eskelinen et al. (2019). They conducted a parameter sensitivity
analysis study on the different threshold parameters and values
for adaptive FE modeling of the PG depletion in articular
cartilage. The results show that maximum shear strain (Equation
13) with a threshold value of K0,PG = 30% can predict the
FCD loss in cartilage explants with focal defect most accurately
compared to experiments.

εmax = max
{∣∣εp,1−εp,2

∣∣ , ∣∣εp,1−εp,3
∣∣ , ∣∣εp,2−εp,3

∣∣} , (13)

where εp,1, εp,2 and εp,3 are the principal strains of Green–
Lagrangian strain tensor E.

Within the CARED model, a non-localized version of the PG
depletion algorithm proposed by Eskelinen et al. (2019) was used,
as mesh-dependent localization of damage is a known problem
in mechanical modeling of tissue damage (Hosseini et al., 2014;
Mukherjee et al., 2020). In damage theories, this is solved by
using non-localizing methods for the damage evolution. First,
εmax was non-localized (εmax, nl) using a previously introduced
non-localizing theory for cartilage degeneration (Quiroga et al.,
2017). The non-localized maximum shear strain at each intended
integration point (ip) was obtained as:

εmax,nl,ip =

∑nip
intp=1 ωip, intp(εmax,ip)∑nip

intp=1 ωip, intp
, (14)

where intp and nip are the index and the total number
of integration points in the FE model and ωip, intp is the
Gauss weighting function at the intended integration point (ip)
concerning each of other integration points (intp) and was
obtained as:

ωip, intp =
1

(2π)3/2l3

exp

−
√(

xintp−xip
)2(yintp−yip)2(zintp−zip)2

2l2

 , (15)

where xj, yj, and zj are the coordinates of intended and
other integration points and l is the characteristic length,
which is a property related to the scale of the microstructure.
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FIGURE 3 | The results of the intact explant model subjected to injurious loading showing the degeneration of main constituents and comparison to previous
experimental results: (A) fibril reorientation compared to (1) (Makela et al., 2012; Mononen et al., 2018), (B) fibril degradation compared to (2) (Lin et al., 2004), (C,D)
the FCD loss and increase in tissue hydration compared to (3) (Mononen et al., 2018), and (4) (Lin et al., 2004). The curves of progression of the degeneration
aspects vs. remodeling iterations in each of the three cartilage layers and over the whole tissue are shown.

TABLE 1 | Equilibrium moduli of the simulated explants before and after degeneration obtained from in silico stress-relaxation tests.

Injury models Initial equilibrium
modulus (MPa)

Equilibrium modulus
after degeneration (MPa)

Change in equilibrium
modulus (%)

Injurious loading in the intact explant model 1.62 1.08 −33

Normal loading in the focal defect models ICRS grade 1 defect 1.61 1.60 −1

ICRS grade 2 defect 1.60 1.57 −2

ICRS grade 3 defect 1.58 1.41 −11

This parameter was selected to be l = dsup (superficial
layer thickness = 0.12 × explant height, see Supplementary
Table 1) (Quiroga et al., 2017). To make the damage
progress independent of element size, the mesh was refined
until the element size was smaller than the characteristic

length and no mesh dependency was observed with more
mesh refinement.

The obtained non-localized maximum shear strain at the
integration points (εmax,nl,ip) was averaged over the element and
the non-localized maximum shear strain at each element was
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FIGURE 4 | The defect model results showing color maps of degeneration aspects of the CARED model before degeneration (only for ICRS grade 3 model) and
after degeneration (for the three ICRS grades models): (A) fibril reorientation, (B) fibril degradation, (C,D) the FCD loss and the increase in the tissue hydration and
(E) the maximum shear strain.

obtained (εmax,nl,el). εmax,nl,el was then used to define the relative
change in the PG content in each element as (Mononen et al.,
2018; Eskelinen et al., 2019):

PGel_i+1

=

{
PGel_i

(
1− 1

3
√

εmax,nl,el_i−K0_PG
)
if εmax,nl,el_i > K0_PG

PGel_i if εmax,nl,el_i ≤ K0_PG
,

(16)

where i is the number of the current iteration and PGel is
the relative PG content at each element with PGel_0 = 1. The
higher the εmax,nl,el_i, the faster the PG content coefficient
decreases via consecutive loading iterations of arbitrary time
(Eskelinen et al., 2019).

The relative PG content was used to linearly modulate the
FCD content as:

FCDel_i+1 = FCDel,0PGel_i+1, (17)
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where FCDel,0 is the initial FCD content at the element (see
Supplementary Table 1). Subsequently, the relative PG content
was also used to modulate tissue hydration as:

nf,el_i+1 = 1+ PGel_i+1
(
1−nf,el_0

)
, (18)

where nf,el_0 is the initial fluid volume fraction at the element (see
Supplementary Table 1).

Characterization of Degeneration Effect
on the Overall Mechanical Response of
the Cartilage Explants
To evaluate the combined effect of the above-described
degenerative changes on the overall mechanical response of
cartilage explants, the equilibrium modulus before and after
degeneration was characterized for all explant models. To this
end, a stress-relaxation test was simulated: after a free swelling
step, a 10% compressive strain at 10%/s was applied to the top
surface followed by a 60 min relaxation. This simulation was
repeated for the different explants in each of FE model groups
A (reference model), B (injurious loading model), and C (focal
defect models) in Figure 2 presenting the initial FCD, water
and collagen contents and initial fibril orientation as well as the
contents and orientation obtained after the adaptive degeneration
modeling (detailed above). The equilibrium modulus of the
explant was obtained by dividing the equilibrium reaction
stress at the explant bottom surface with the applied strain on
the top surface.

RESULTS

CARED Model Results
Reference Model (Normal Loading of the Intact
Explant Model)
The reference CARED model under normal loading (Figure 2)
showed negligible fibril reorientation and degradation, FCD
loss and change in tissue hydration. The obtained results were
similar to the shown constituents for the intact model before
degeneration in Figure 3.

Injurious Loading of the Intact Explant Model
Curves of degeneration progression vs. remodeling iterations
(Figure 3) show the progression of the degeneration in each
constituent (Eskelinen et al., 2019) in every cartilage layer and
bulk tissue. The degeneration in each constituent reached a
stable value after 50 iterations. The FCD loss and increase in
tissue hydration had slower convergence compared to collagen
fibril-related parameters (fibril reorientation and change in fibril
density) which converged after 10 iterations.

Injurious loading (4 MPa compression in 0.1 s) caused
horizontal fibrils in the superficial layer to reorient up to 30
degrees toward perpendicular direction of the explant surface
(Figure 3A). The maximum degree of collagen fibril degradation
occurred in the superficial and middle zones. More intense fibril
degradation was observed in the superficial zone and in the
direction perpendicular to the initial fibril orientation (compare

the blue zone in Figure 3B and fibril orientation in the superficial
zone in Figure 1A). The FCD loss and increase in tissue hydration
initiated from the superficial layer and propagated to the middle
and deep layers (Figures 3C,D). After 50 iterations, the largest
FCD loss and increase in tissue hydration occurred in the middle
layer. As a result, the equilibrium modulus of the explant was
reduced by 33% after the simulated degeneration (Table 1).

Normal Loading of the Focal Defect Models
The explant models with focal defects mimicking lesions of
ICRS grade 1, 2, and 3 experienced moderate fibril reorientation
around the defects in the superficial and middle zones and at
the interface between the middle and deep zones (Figure 4A).
The reorientation in the superficial zone of the ICRS grade
2 model occurred over a larger homogeneous area. On the
other hand, more intense, non-homogeneous fibril degradation
was observed in the superficial layers of ICRS grades 1 and
3 models (Figure 4B). The FCD loss and increase in tissue
hydration (coupled to PG depletion) around the crack were more
pronounced in the ICRS grade 3 model (Figures 4C,D). Tissue
degeneration decreased the equilibrium modulus by 1, 2, and
11% in the ICRS grade 1, 2, and 3 models, respectively. The
maximum shear strain (the parameter used as a threshold for PG
depletion in CARED model) was higher around the bottom of the
lesion, where strain concentration occurred, and the area of high
maximum shear strain increased as a function of tissue depth for
deeper lesions (Figure 4E).

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The proposed CARED model in this paper provides a unique
tool to overcome earlier limitations of cartilage degeneration
algorithms allowing the elucidation of the contribution of
different cartilage constituents to the onset and progression
of OA. This was made possible through the following novel
improvements:

1. Integrating the different aspects of articular cartilage
degeneration (fibril reorientation and degradation and
PG depletion) in a unique FE framework. Specifically
integrating the fibril reorientation mechanism with
other degradation mechanisms that allows studying
interactive effects.

2. Using an adaptation algorithm to change the contents
of cartilage constituents (collagen, FCD, and water
contents) instead of changing the material properties, as
implemented in earlier studies (Wilson et al., 2006a,b;
Liukkonen et al., 2017; Quiroga et al., 2017; Mononen et al.,
2018; Tanska et al., 2018).

3. Integrating collagen degradation by adapting a collagen
degradation theory from arterial tissue (Valentín et al.,
2013; Famaey et al., 2018) to cartilage.

4. Using a non-localization theory for PG depletion.
5. Coupling PG depletion, FCD loss and increase in

tissue hydration.
6. Introducing a novel algorithm for the increase in tissue

hydration. Variations in tissue hydration is an important
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parameter in fibril disorganization and may play a central
role in the progression of OA (Sah et al., 1991). To the
author’s knowledge, the CARED model is the first cartilage
adaptive model to include variations in tissue hydration.
The CARED model was integrated into a validated
FRPVES material model of cartilage to predict the
degeneration in intact cartilage explants subjected to
normal and injurious loading and explants with defects
corresponding to ICRS grades 1, 2, and 3 subjected to
normal loading. In the following, the CARED model results
for the different applications are discussed in comparison
to earlier experimental observations.

CARED Model Qualitative Validation in
Comparison With Experiments and Other
Modeling Approaches
Reference Model (Normal Loading of the Intact
Explant Model)
As expected, the implementation of CARED model on the FE
simulation of the intact cartilage explant under normal loading
(reference model in Figure 2) caused minimal degenerative
changes in the contents of main constituents of the explant
(i.e., less than five degrees change in fibril orientation and
almost no change in fibril and PG contents). Similarly, minimal
or no variations in the fibril orientation and FCD content
were observed in other computational studies, where either
reorientation of fibrils or FCD loss of intact explant under normal
loading was adaptively simulated (Tanska et al., 2018; Eskelinen
et al., 2019).

Injurious Loading of the Intact Explant Model
The CARED model can predict collagen fibril reorientation
and its protective role during injurious loading. Indeed, this
study simulates the fibril reorientation in a cartilage explant
subjected to injurious loading which caused horizontal fibrils
in the superficial layer to reorient toward the perpendicular
direction of the explant surface (Figure 3A). This is in agreement
with experimental results that confirm the tendency of the fibrils
to reorient toward the perpendicular direction of the cartilage
surface in OA cartilage (Makela et al., 2012) (Figure 3A). Based
on our model results, this reorientation can be interpreted as
a protective behavior to avoid fibrils degradation. This is a
speculation based on the model results and should be verified
with experiments. Indeed, during cartilage compression, the
tissue expands in the horizontal direction and tensile strain is
applied to horizontally oriented fibrils in the superficial layer.
In the case of injurious compression, this tensile strain may
pass the fibrils strength threshold and causes fibril degradation.
The predicted reorientation of fibrils toward the perpendicular
direction of the explant surface during injurious compression
caused less tensile strain to be applied to the fibrils and therefore
protect fibril degeneration.

The intense collagen degradation predicted in the superficial
layer of the injurious loading model (Figure 3B) is in agreement
with earlier experimental and computational observations.
Earlier experiments show that 5 MPa compression loading

of bovine cartilage explants for 24 h caused intense collagen
breakdown in the superficial layer (Lin et al., 2004) (Figure 3B).
Interestingly, the intense fibril degradation in the surface of our
model propagated perpendicular to the initial splitline direction
(compare the blue zone in Figure 3B and initial fibril orientation
in the superficial zone in Figure 1A), where the tissue has less
tensile stiffness.

In the CARED model, FCD loss and increase in tissue
hydration as consequences of PG depletion started from the
superficial layer and propagated to the middle and deep
layers with a sharp transition between PG-rich and PG-poor
tissue (Figures 3C,D). This is in agreement with experimental
studies that suggest PG depletion begins at the articular
surface. Comparable to our simulation results, experimental data
confirmed that the PG depleted area increased with increased
loading, however, a sharp transition remains between the PG-rich
and the PG-poor tissue (Lin et al., 2004; Mononen et al., 2018;
Figures 3C,D). Comparable to our model results (Figure 3D),
other experimental studies indicate that high amplitude static
or cyclic loadings increase overall tissue hydration (Sah et al.,
1991). In addition, our model provides the opportunity to study
factors affecting the local increases in tissue hydration, which is
challenging experimentally. One should note that the changes in
tissue hydration shown in Figure 3D is the cumulative effect of
increase in hydration as a result of solid PG loss and decrease in
water content as a result of FCD loss. However, since the loading
was relatively fast (0.1 s) and decrease in water content due to
FCD loss is a time-dependent behavior, an overall increase in
tissue hydration was predicted by the model.

In agreement with the CARED model results, earlier
experimental observations suggest that an injurious mechanical
loading changes the orientation of fibrils from parallel to
the surface toward perpendicular to the surface followed by
fibrillation and collagen fibril degradation, especially at the
cartilage surface (Makela et al., 2012; Goldring and Goldring,
2016). In our model, the fibrillation mechanism is indirectly
covered with including the fibril degradation algorithm. Since the
change in orientation of the fibrils in the model is a consequence
of the high rate traumatic loading (4 MPa compression in 0.1 s),
it simulates an instantaneous reorientation. This instantaneous
change in fibrils orientation affected the strain field in the
cartilage and consequently the fibril degradation, which was
suggested by experimental studies (Karsdal et al., 2008; Bay-
Jensen et al., 2010) to be an irreversible permanent phenomena
due to the long half-life of collagen fibrils (Verzijl et al., 2000).
Furthermore, in early OA and especially in the superficial layer,
high water content, elevated strains, disorganized collagen fibrils
and decreased FCD content are found (Wong et al., 2008;
Saarakkala et al., 2010). The proposed adaptive model by Hosseini
et al. (2014) predicted more ground substance softening over
a larger area than collagen damage. Comparing Figures 3B,C,
a similar conclusion can be made based on the results of the
CARED model. According to our model results, the maximum
reduction in PG and fibril contents occurred in the middle layer
(compare differences between initial and final iterations in curves
of different layers in Figures 3B–D) in agreement with recent
experimental results (Durney et al., 2020). In the CARED model,
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the equilibrium modulus of the simulated explant was reduced
by 33% following the degeneration (Table 1). Time-dependent
reduction in mechanical properties with the progression of
cartilage damage is known to occur experimentally and clinically
(Kempson et al., 1973; Buckwalter et al., 1994; McCormack and
Mansour, 1998; Hosseini et al., 2014).

The predicted fibril and PG degenerations in this study are
closer to experimental results compared to earlier degeneration
modeling approaches. In the model proposed by Hosseini et al.
(2014) the fibril and PG degenerations only occurred locally and
around the point of injurious indentation loading, while our
model predicted variable degradation levels in the superficial,
middle and deep zones of the explant (curves in Figures 3B–
D). This is in agreement with experimentally observed fibril and
PG degenerations in cartilage explants subjected to injurious
loading (Lin et al., 2004) (see Figures 3B,D: green points showing
fibril degradation and blue zones showing PG depletion in
different layers). This difference in model predictions may be
related to the 2D geometry, local indentation loading, different
implementation of degeneration algorithm (changing material
properties instead of cartilage constituents), using a local PG
depletion algorithm (in comparison with the non-local algorithm
used in CARED model) and neglecting the fibril reorientation
effect in the model proposed by Hosseini et al. (2014). Similar
geometry, material model and degeneration algorithm to our
model were used by Eskelinen et al. (2019) to predict FCD loss in
a cartilage explant under different loading conditions. However,
in their model under injurious loading (4 MPa compression
in 0.1 s, comparable to the current study) FCD loss was only
detected at the edges of the superficial layer of the explant. This
is in contrast with the experimental results suggesting more
homogeneous PG depletion over the superficial and middle
layers, with a higher concentration in the superficial edges (Lin
et al., 2004). This difference can be explained by neglecting
the degenerative changes related to fibrils degradation and
disorganization and an increase in tissue hydration. Integrating
all these degenerative changes in the CARED model resulted in
more consistent prediction of FCD loss location with experiments
in comparison with the earlier adaptive degeneration models
that do not account for one or more of the main cartilage
degenerative changes included in the CARED model (see color
map in Figure 3C). In particular, the CARED model predicted
FCD loss in the middle of the superficial layer of the explant
(indicated in green color in Figure 3C) and more concentrated
FCD loss in the edges and middle layer (indicated in blue
color in Figure 3C), which was also observed experimentally
(Lin et al., 2004).

Normal Loading of the Focal Defect Models
The integration of both fibril reorientation and degradation
algorithms in the CARED model allowed the investigation of
the interaction between fibril reorientation and degradation
by comparing the relative results (Figures 4A,B). All models
of explants with ICRS grades 1, 2, and 3 experienced fibril
reorientation around the defects in the superficial, middle and
at the interface between middle and deep layers (Figure 4A).
This is in agreement with previous experimental results showing

the fibrillation of the collagen fibril network to occur near
the experimentally produced partial-thickness defects (Lyman
et al., 2012). Similarly, in the fibril reorientation model
proposed by Tanska et al. (2018) disorganization of collagen
fibrils was observed around the focal defects in the modeled
explant (Tanska et al., 2018) presumed that this breakdown of
the collagen fibrils could be the reason for the reorientation
of fibrils. However, the model with ICRS grade 2 defect
presented maximum fibril reorientation over a large area in
the explant surface and around the crack, with only minimal
fibril degradation at the same location of fibril reorientation.
This suggests that fibril reorientation may prevent or slow down
fibril degradation.

Cartilage lesion depth is a crucial parameter affecting the
fibril degradation behavior. The model with ICRS grade 1 defect
experienced more intense fibril degradation in the superficial
layer than the models with deeper defects (ICRS grades 2 and
3 in Figure 4B). This can be explained by the fact that in the
ICRS grade 1 model, the bottom of the crack, where strain
concentration occurs (see strain results of grade 1 model in
Figure 4E), was located in the superficial layer with less collagen
density and fibrils oriented parallel to the surface and normal to
the crack direction. This caused a higher strain in the direction
of fibrils in a zone with minimal fibril density thereby increasing
fibril degradation. The fibril degradation in the model with the
ICRS grade 3 defect exceeded fibril degradation in the ICRS
grade 2 model. Although in both models the cracks were outside
the superficial zone, the deeper crack in the ICRS grade 3
model caused more deformation in the superficial zone under
compressive loading. This increased the strain applied to the
fibrils in the superficial zone with minimum fibrils density and
resulted in more fibril degradation in the ICRS grade 3 model.

Maximum PG depletion in all the focal defect models was
observed around the cracks as reflected by the FCD loss and
increase in hydration in Figures 4C,D. These predictions are
similar to the experimental observations suggest concentration
of FCD loss around cartilage defects (Orozco et al., 2018). The
maximum shear strain fields in the models that determine PG
depletion (Figure 4E) show that the PG depletion threshold,
here set at maximum shear strain = 30%, was passed around
the crack bottom and opening in the superficial zone. More
deformation caused by the compressive load in the model with
ICRS grade 3 defect in comparison with grades 1 and 2 cracks
caused maximum FCD loss and increase in tissue hydration in
this model, which decreased the equilibrium modulus of this
model more than the others (Table 1). This shows that the
explant equilibrium stiffness is more dependent on PG content
(FCD and fluid contents in the model) than collagen content
and organization.

Predicted Interaction Between Collagen
and PG Degeneration by the CRAED
Model
The degeneration rates in CARED model (fibril reorientation
rate in Equation 7, fibril degradation rate in Equation 12 and
PG depletion rate in Equation 16 were selected in agreement
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with previous computational studies and based on experimental
observations (Valentín et al., 2013; Famaey et al., 2018; Tanska
et al., 2018; Eskelinen et al., 2019). These degeneration rates
present the changes in the contents of cartilage constituents
over an arbitrary time. To accurately validate the model, the
degeneration rates need to be further calibrated based on in vitro
or in vivo experiments. To this end, the specific experimentally
applied cartilage loading must be replicated in the FE model.
In the absence of this information, in our implementation, each
iteration in the CARED model reflects an arbitrary time step
of cartilage loading until response convergence. Given the very
simple loading conditions (compressive pressure of 2 or 4 MPa in
0.1 s) this is acceptable, however, this will cause the model results
to most likely reflect the extreme course of degeneration as there
is no constituent recovery due to intermittent relative unloading.

Experimental observations suggest the presence of interaction
between PG and collagen degradations in cartilage (Inamdar
et al., 2019). The CARED model explicitly integrates the
degenerative changes in the contents of collagen and PG
constituents and therefore allows the elucidation of the
interaction between the degenerative changes in the contents of
individual constituents. To this end, the curves of degeneration
aspects vs. iterations under injurious loading (Figure 3) can
be used. These curves show that most of the degenerative
variations in the collagen fibril network (fibril reorientation and
degradation) occurred in the first iteration, while the variations
in the PG related contents (FCD and water contents) occurred
over the progression of 50 iterations with a relatively slower rate
in the first iteration than between subsequent iterations. This
shows that during the first time iteration of the specific applied
injurious loading, collagen fibril reorientation and degradation
are occurring at higher rates than PG depletion. Then, the fibril
variations increased the FCD loss and tissue hydration in the next
iterations, which shows the amplifying effect of fibril degradation
on PG depletion. However, following these first iterations, despite
the continued decrease in FCD content and increase in water
content (Figures 3C,D), no additional change in collagen content
and orientation was observed (Figures 3A,B). Fibril degradation
induced by the increased strain in fibrils direction in the first
iteration due to the fast injurious loading (4 MPa in 0.1 s),
may explain this effect. Indeed, the initial decrease in fibril
density caused more pronounced tissue deformation after the
first iteration and increased the maximum shear strain in the
tissue, thereby inducing even more FCD loss and an increase in
tissue hydration. In other words, as the fibrils support the tensile
load in their direction during pressurization, the initial increase
in fibril degradation accelerates PG depletion.

Limitations
The current degeneration model has been validated comparable
to other modeling approaches in the literature and experimental
results. Although our results present good agreement with
experimental results and sometimes better agreement compared
to previous modeling approaches, several knowledge voids exist.
The proposed values for the defined degeneration thresholds are
largely variable in the literature. Here we used thresholds that are
in agreement with the earlier experimental observations and are

proven to affect cartilage tissue degeneration. Accurate validation
of the model requires a set of experiments to characterize the
material, structural and compositional properties of cartilage
explants and determine the thresholds for each of the PG and
collagen degeneration algorithms. Another set of experiments
would be required to validate the CARED model by measuring
the fibril reorientation and degradation as well as PG depletion in
cartilage explants after going through similar loading conditions
as applied to the model. Previously reported sensitivity analysis
of the damage threshold values (Hosseini et al., 2014; Eskelinen
et al., 2019) shows their effect in terms of the size of the affected
area and the severity of the damage. However, damage location,
time-dependent damage progression patterns and the nature of
the interaction between damage in the PG and the collagen fibrils
are insensitive to these parameters. Therefore, the results of the
CARED model with the current threshold values can be used
to further elucidate the degenerative behavior of the cartilage
tissue under mechanical loading. Furthermore, the purpose of
this research was not to mimic the individual degeneration of
a cartilage explant and validate the predictions but to merely
proposing a model which can be used to look at the interaction
between different degeneration mechanisms.

Unconfined compression was used as the loading
configuration in our FE models, since it is often used in
in vitro experimental studies (Gratz et al., 2009; Szarko and
Xia, 2012; Li et al., 2013) due to its easy experimental setup.
Therefore, more validation experiments are available in literature
than other loading setups. Yet, we acknowledge that the loading
in unconfined geometry can be considered as an idealization
and limitation, and in vivo loading on cartilage is more complex.
In future, other types of loading conditions (e.g., confined
compression, indentation or physiological joint loading) should
be used to validate the proposed model.

Finally, although the applied loadings on the explant FE
models were justified by in vitro literature, they do not
simulate precise in vivo normal or injurious loading for the
different explants from various species or patients. More accurate
definitions for normal and injurious loadings have to be
determined using in vivo experimental results. Similarly, the
rates of fibril reorientation and degradation and PG depletion
(Equations 7, 12, 16) need to be optimized to reflect a
physiological timescale according to experimental results, instead
of arbitrary time scale. By scaling one iteration step to correspond
to the fibril degradation and PG depletion in one loading step as
observed in an in vitro experiment, this would enhance the in vivo
use as the degeneration rate could then be scaled, for example, to
the degeneration in half a year of walking (Eskelinen et al., 2019).

In conclusion, CARED model proposed an in silico integrated
framework to predict the cartilage degeneration through changes
in the contents of its constituents. This framework includes
the degenerative changes in collagen fibril content (adapted
from arterial tissue to cartilage) and orientation (implemented
from a previous study), FCD and water contents (increase in
water content was introduced for the first time and together
with a previously developed FCD loss model were linked to
PG depletion). Our model allows the observation of local
degenerative changes in 3D geometry of cartilage, which is
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challenging in in vitro and in vivo experiments in particular
for local increase in tissue hydration. The reorientation and
degeneration algorithms implemented in the CARED model
show a good agreement with experiments reported in the
literature in terms of the trend and location of changes within
the tissue following injurious loading and presence of defects.
In addition, the proposed integrated model enabled the study
of the interaction between the degenerative changes in the
contents of cartilage constituents following injurious loading of
intact cartilage tissue as well as physiologic loading of defect
cartilage. The model confirms the role of fibrils degradation
as a key parameter in the irreversible progression of cartilage
degeneration and OA, as it was suggested by previous studies
(Karsdal et al., 2008; Bay-Jensen et al., 2010; Tanska et al., 2018).
Using the CARED model, different aspects of cartilage tissue
degeneration under different mechanical conditions (e.g., under
injurious compressive or shear loadings) or in the presence
of various defects can be studied. As a next step, the model
will be used together with a whole knee joint FE simulation
to study the cartilage degeneration in comparison with in vivo
longitudinal experiments.
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