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Abstract: Functionalization of medical devices with biomolecules is a key strategy to control implant
outcomes, for instance, polyphenols can produce fast osseointegration and reduce both the infection
risk and inflammatory response. This paper is designed to evaluate the role of calcium ions and
surface features in surface functionalization with a red pomace extract. An in-depth investigation of the
binding mechanism between surfaces and polyphenols was also performed. A smooth Ti6Al4V alloy
was used as a control substrate and compared with a bioactive and nanotextured chemical-treated
Ti6Al4V alloy. Solutions with and without the addition of calcium ions were used for functionalization.
The results showed that polyphenols were adsorbed in all cases, but in a larger amount in the presence
of calcium ions. The functionalized surfaces were hydrophilic (contact angles in the range of 45–15◦)
and had isoelectric points at pH 2.8–3.1. The acidic hydroxyl groups on the chemically treated titanium
alloy favored the chemisorption of complex compounds of flavonoids and condensed tannins with
calcium ions, through a bridging mechanism, and made desorption sensitive to pH. On the smooth
surface, the absence of reactive functional groups led to a lower amount of adsorbed molecules and a
physisorption mechanism. Selective physisorption of phenolic acids was supposed to be predominant
on the smooth surface in the presence of calcium ions in the solution.

Keywords: polyphenols; functionalization; titanium; chemisorption; physisorption

1. Introduction

The biomaterial surface is the locus of interaction between an implant and the biologi-
cal environment. Surface features modulate the processes of water, ions, protein adsorption,
cell adhesion, and tissue integration. This is why surface engineering and modification
are key strategies for controlling the outcome of an implant and developing innovative
materials [1]. The two main types of surface modifications are texturing of topography and
functionalization. Functionalization is a chemical modification of biomaterials through
a molecular layer of selected active compounds bounded to their surfaces [2]. The main
advantage of functionalization in comparison to coatings is that it allows for coupling
tailored surface texturing and chemical modification without masking the topography [3].
Moreover, the release from a functionalized surface usually occurs by breaking the bond of
molecules with the surface and does not involve any degradation process as it occurs in
the case of a resorbable coating carried with some active compounds, which can produce a
variety of partially unpredictable products. The drawback of functionalization is that just a
limited amount of active compounds can be linked to the surface and the release usually
must overcome a concentration threshold to have substantial efficacy in the physiological
environment [4].

The compounds for functionalization are selected according to specific targets, such
as antibacterial action, fast osseointegration, modulation of the inflammatory response,
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or multifunctional action [5,6]. The type of chemical bond between the molecules or
compounds and the substrate is critical in determining the reproducibility of the process,
rate of release, and biological response. A covalent chemical bond, as in the case of
molecule grafting, guarantees a stable and long-lasting link with the surface, but the
biological response can be hindered in the absence of a release in the surrounding biological
fluids [7]. Conversely, physisorption is a weak chemical bond usually insufficient to
guarantee reproducibility and a controlled kinetic release. Chemisorption is interesting
for getting more controlled adsorption and desorption kinetics. A “smart release” of the
adsorbed molecules can occur at a specific pH if electrostatic charges are involved in the
chemical bond and they change with pH; this is of interest mainly for a targeted effect
during the acute inflammatory response, at pH around 4.5 [2]. The chemical bond occurring
at a functionalized surface is determined by the functional groups and charges of both the
substrate and molecules to be linked. Pre-treatments of the substrate are often needed to
make it suitable for functionalization and the parameters of the functionalization process
(solvent, pH, temperature, and time) must be optimized to allow the chemical interaction
with the substrate and molecules in the solution [8].

The strategy of this research was to use polyphenols of a natural extract to function-
alize Ti6Al4V through adsorption. The challenging feature of these molecules is their
multifunctional ability. They can reduce the risk of infection and modulate the inflamma-
tory response with a chemical redox and radical scavenging action [9]. The advantage of
a natural extract is that it is a mixture of different compounds with a synergic action [10].
A patented chemical treatment was performed on the substrate to obtain a hierarchically
structured surface to promote osseointegration and surface adsorption ability [11,12]. Cal-
cium ions were added to the functionalization solution to exploit the formation of complex
compounds of polyphenols for chemisorption on the titanium substrate [9,13]. The specific
goal of this research was the investigation of the role of calcium in the chemical bond of the
polyphenols with the chemically treated titanium surface.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Sample Preparation

Grade 5 Ti6Al4V alloy was purchased as bars (10 mm in diameter—ASTM B348, Gr5,
Titanium Consulting and Trading, Buccinasco, Italy). Disk-like samples (2 mm thick) were
obtained through automatic cutting.

The reference specimens were polished using SiC polishing papers up to 4000 grit,
washed in an ultrasonic bath once in acetone for 5 min, and finally twice in water for 10
min. Samples were dried under a laminar-flow hood. These samples are referred to as Ti64.

The surface chemical treatment was described in previous work [11]. Briefly, Ti64 disks
were gritted with #400 SiC sandpaper, washed as before described, etched in hydrofluo-
ric acid (Sigma-Aldrich, St. Lous, MO, USA), and finally treated in hydrogen peroxide
(PanReac AppliChem, Darmstadt, Germany). The surface-treated samples are called CT.

2.2. Functionalization with Polyphenols

Functionalization of Ti64 and CT samples was obtained by soaking them in polyphe-
nols solutions. Polyphenols were extracted from Barbera grape pomaces and lyophilized
through a protocol implemented in previous work [9,14].

Two different functionalization solutions were prepared. The first one was obtained
by dissolving the extract in a buffered solution, prepared by adding 39 mL/L of HCl and
6.188 g/L of Tris(hydroxymethyl)aminomethane (TRIS—Sigma Aldrich, St. Louis, MO,
USA) to ultrapure MilliQ water, following this order. This buffered solution was denoted
as TRIS/HCl and had pH = 7.4. The second solution was made in the same way with the
preliminary addiction of 0.292 g/L of CaCl2 (Sigma Aldrich, St. Louis, MO, USA). This
solution is referred to as TRIS/HCl+Ca.
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Polyphenols were added to TRIS/HCl and TRIS/HCl+Ca solutions in a concentration
equal to 5 mg/mL and stirred for 1 h to completely dissolve polyphenols. The obtained
solutions are called TRIS/HCl_P and TRIS/HCl+Ca_P, respectively.

Before functionalization, Ti64 and CT samples were exposed for 1 h to UV light (UV-C
40 W; 253.7 nm). In this way, carbonaceous contaminations on the samples were removed
and specimen surfaces were activated. The functionalization step was obtained by soaking
the samples in 5 mL of TRIS/HCl_P or TRIS/HCl+Ca_P solutions for 3 h at 37 ◦C in dark
conditions. After that, the samples were gently rinsed in MilliQ water, dried under a
laminar flow hood, and stored in dark conditions. Functionalized samples are denoted as
Ti64_P and CT_P when the TRIS/HCl_P solution was used, or Ti64_P_Ca and CT_P_Ca
when the TRIS/HCl+Ca_P solution was employed for functionalization.

The chemical and physical characterization of the control and modified surfaces was
performed using XPS, fluorescent microscopy, AFM with Kelvin probe, wettability, and
zeta potential measurements.

2.3. X-ray Photoelectron Spectroscopy (XPS)

XPS survey and high-resolution (HR) spectra were acquired on all the samples to
investigate the surface chemistry (PHI 5000 Ver- saprobe II, ULVAC-PHI, Inc., Kanagawa,
Japan). The source was Al-K and the take-off angle was set at 45◦. HR measures were
performed in the region of carbon C1s and oxygen O1s. An eventual charging effect was
compensated by setting the C1s peak at 284.80 eV [15]. Peak deconvolution of the HR
spectra was performed using the software CasaXPS [16] by applying a Shirley background
and a Gaussian-Lorentzian (70–30%) line shape [17,18].

2.4. Fluorescent Imaging

The natural polyphenols’ fluorescence was exploited to image their distribution on
the surface of the samples [9,14]. An optical microscope (LSM 900, ZEISS, Oberkochen,
Germany) was employed with a fluorescent light source and with a red filter [19] (emission:
573 nm), setting the exposure time to 1s and magnification of 200× for each image.

2.5. Kelvin Probe Force Microscopy

Kelvin probe force microscopy (KPFM) was employed to investigate the distribution
of polyphenols on the surfaces of the titanium samples. KPFM was previously adapted by
the authors to observe organic molecules on titanium surfaces [18,20]. Briefly, Ti64 and CT
samples were half-masked with Kapton® tape and subsequently functionalized with the
different solutions, as described in paragraph 2.2. When the samples were dried, the tape
was removed and KPFM imaging was performed on the edge of the masked area, with an
atomic force microscope (Innova, Bruker, Billerica, MA, USA) equipped with conductive
diamond tips (AD-2.8-AS, Adama Innovations LTD., Dublin, Ireland). A second-degree
polynomial filter was applied to the topographical images, while the matching alignment
method was employed for the electric potential images using the Gwyddion software [21].

2.6. Water Contact Angle

Surface wettability was assessed through water contact angle (WCA) θ with the sessile
drop method (FTA 1000C, MP instrument, Bussero, Italy). Both Ti64 and CT specimens were
tested before and after functionalization in the two different solutions. Results are expressed
as the average value measured on three different measures, plus minus standard deviation.

2.7. Zeta Potential

The zeta potential was measured both on polyphenols in the functionalization so-
lutions and on the surface of the samples. For the determination of the zeta potential
of suspended polyphenols in the solutions, a dynamic light scattering system was used
(Litesizer 500, Anton Paar, Gratz, Austria). As the electrolyte, KCl was added to both
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TRIS/HCl_P and TRIS/HCl+Ca_P solution, to obtain a concentration of 1 mM. Titration
curves were obtained by manually titrating the pH with 0.05 M NaOH or 0.05 M HCl.

The zeta potential of solid samples was obtained by an electrokinetic analyzer mount-
ing an adjustable gap cell (SurPASS, Anton Paar, Gratz, Austria) on all the samples. Zeta
potential values were measured by fluxing an electrolyte solution (0.001 M KCl) within
the cell, mounting a couple of samples separated by a gap about 100 µm wide. Titration
curves of specimens were obtained by automatic titration of the electrolyte solution. NaOH
and HCl 0.05 M were used for the basic and acid range, respectively. A different pair
of samples was used for each range. XPS was also performed on Ti64_P_Ca_pza and
CT_P_Ca_pza, which are the Ti64_P_Ca and CT_P_Ca samples used for the titration in the
acidic range. The stability of the functionalization layer was also tested using zeta potential
at a constant pH. The electrolyte solution was manually titrated at a pH value equal to
4.0 ± 0.1 or 7.4 ± 0.1. Subsequently, zeta potential was measured over a period of about
100 min. During the measurement, the samples were subjected to an almost continuous
flux of the electrolyte solution.

2.8. Statistical Analysis of the Data

Statistical analysis of the wettability data was performed through ANOVA one-way
test, the significance level tested are p < 0.05, p < 0.01, and p < 0.001. Finally, Turkey’s multi-
ple comparison tests were performed to detect significant differences between samples.

3. Results
3.1. X-ray Photoelectron Spectroscopy

The elemental composition of the surfaces was measured by X-ray photoelectron
spectroscopy and the results are reported in Table 1. The presence of adventitious car-
bon contamination on Ti64 and CT is unavoidable and it was expected even if surface
decontamination was performed by UV exposition [9]. The ratio of the carbon and oxygen
percentages changed after functionalization with polyphenols (Ti64_P and Ti64_P_Ca vs.
Ti64; CT_P and CT_P_Ca vs. CT), with an increase in carbon and a decrease in oxygen in
comparison with both substrates. This was the first qualitative evidence of the effectiveness
of the functionalization process considering the organic nature and high carbon content
of polyphenols and the high content of oxygen of the oxide layer on titanium surfaces.
A semi-quantitative evaluation of the amount of adsorbed polyphenols was obtained
by calculating the C/O ratio. The largest C/O ratios were recorded on Ti64_P_Ca and
CT_P_Ca evidencing a positive effect on the adsorption of the addition of calcium ions to
the functionalization solution. The opposite trend was observed for titanium, which was
progressively reduced by moving from Ti64 to Ti64_P and Ti64_P_Ca, as well as from CT to
CT_P and CT_P_Ca.

Table 1. Surface chemical composition (at %) of the samples before and after functionalization from
XPS survey analysis.

Samples
Elements [at %]

C O Ti N Al Ca Others C/O

Ti64 23.55 51.84 16.36 3.39 3.62 - - 0.45
Ti64_P 54.6 27.4 4.6 2.8 - - - 1.99

Ti64_P_Ca 69.8 27.3 0.3 1.8 - 0.2 0.6 2.56
Ti64_P_Ca_pza 62.7 29.7 1.6 1.4 - 0.4 4.2 2.11

CT 12.1 62.9 21 2.52 2.4 - 1.6 0.19
CT_P 53 38.9 6.5 1.5 - - - 1.36

CT_P_Ca 62.6 30.1 1.2 3 - 1.3 1 2.08
CT_P_Ca_pza 55.7 36.6 5.1 2.3 - 0.1 0.2 1.52

Calcium was revealed in a higher quantity on CT_P_Ca vs. Ti64_P_Ca evidencing a
higher ability of CT to adsorb positive ions from the solution. This agreed with the bioactive
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behavior of this surface, which is the ability to induce the precipitation of hydroxylapatite
from a simulated body fluid solution in which the first step is the adsorption of calcium
ions from the solution [22]. A limited (0.2–0.8 %) adsorption of calcium occurred also on
Ti64_P and CT_P because of a small content of calcium in the polyphenols extract [9]. The
samples Ti64_P_Ca_pza and CT_P_Ca_pza (obtained after the acidic zeta potential titration
of Ti64_P_Ca and CT_P_Ca, see Section 3.5) showed an amount of adsorbed polyphenols,
respectively, between Ti64_P_Ca and Ti64_P or CT_P_Ca and CT_P according to the carbon
and titanium amounts. In the case of CT_P_Ca_pza, there was a significative reduction
of calcium in comparison to CT_P_Ca. These results showed the removal of polyphenols
during titration in the acidic range, as discussed in Section 4.

The high-resolution analysis of the XPS peaks (Figure 1–Table 2) was used to define
the type of polyphenols and their mechanism of adsorption on the surfaces. Considering
the O1s region, the peaks at 530.6–529.9 and 530.8–531.0 eV were assigned, respectively,
to the Ti-O bond and acidic OH functional groups (acOH) [11,22]. After functionalization,
there was a significant decrease in the Ti-O peak, as expected. The reduction was greater in
the samples functionalized with calcium ions on both substrates. These data confirmed
larger adsorption of polyphenols by using calcium ions as a linker. The acOH peak on
CT was high due to the great density of this functional group on the titanium oxide layer
induced by the chemical etching here used. After functionalization, a contribution from
acidic OH groups of polyphenols to this peak was expected and the ratio between the Ti-O
and acOH peaks was lower after functionalization than it was on CT.
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Figure 1. High-resolution spectra of O 1s region of Ti64, Ti64_P, Ti64_P_Ca, Ti64_P_Ca_pza, CT, CT_P,
CT_P_Ca, and CT_P_Ca_Pza samples.

The peaks at 531.3–531.8 eV were assigned to the functional groups COO- or CO or OH
with basic behavior and the peaks at 533.3–533.4 to ArOH groups [14,18,23]. The COOH
was assigned to 532.5–532.7 eV, in the literature it could be attributed to adsorbed water
(adsH2O), but this attribution did not seem reasonable [9,12,24]. A small contribution from
basic OH groups can be expected only from the substrate Ti64 [25]. The peaks of Ar-OH
and COOH, respectively, appeared or increased after functionalization with polyphenols
on both substrates, both with and without the presence of calcium ions in the solution. The
ratio COOH/Ar-OH increased on Ti64_P_Ca vs. Ti64_P and CT_P_Ca vs. CT_P, largely on
Ti64_P_Ca vs. CT_P_Ca. The contribution of the peak related to COO- or CO was minimum
on CT_P_Ca and progressively increased on CT_P, and Ti64_P or Ti64_P_Ca. A detailed
discussion of these data is reported in Section 4.
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Table 2. Component assignment and percentage composition of each component of the high-resolution
spectra of the oxygen region. Data related to adventitious contaminations are reported in brackets.

Samples
Components O1s Region [%]

Ti-O acOH COO−/CO COOH ar-OH COOH/ar-OH

Ti64 71.87 - (22.21) (5.92) - -
Ti64_P 9.92 - 16.37 45.43 28.27 1.6

Ti64_P_Ca 2.81 - 17.82 60.13 19.25 3.1
Ti64_P_Ca_pza 10.7 - 18.75 40.54 30.64 1.3

CT 30.74 41.88 (13.13) (14.25) - -
CT_P 9.01 28.79 10.52 23.63 28.04 0.8

CT_P_Ca 2.03 17.65 3.72 39.71 36.89 1.1
CT_P_Ca_pza 4.23 27.23 9.65 32.61 26.28 1.2

3.2. Fluorescent Imaging

The polyphenol natural fluorescence can be exploited to visualize the distribution of
the molecules adsorbed on the different surfaces (Figure 2). CT and Ti64 surfaces had no
intrinsic fluorescence (Figure 2a–d) while a uniform fluorescent layer was observed on
CT_P_Ca, CT_P, and Ti64_P_Ca (Figure 2c–e,f). The intensity of the fluorescent signal was
the highest on CT_P_Ca. In contrast, only isolated spots are visible on Ti64_P (Figure 2b).
These images were used for a qualitative evaluation of the amount of adsorbed molecules,
but it must be considered that the fluorescence signal cannot be visualized below a certain
threshold and this technique can fail in imaging a thin layer of fluorescent molecules.
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3.3. AFM Surface Topographical and Electric Potential Imaging

The distribution of polyphenols could be observed at larger magnification than fluo-
rescent microscopy thanks to KPFM topographical imaging. The results are reported in
Figure 3.
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Figure 3. Topographical (first column) and surface potential images (second column), profile (third col-
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rated by a dashed line. The electric potential profile was evaluated along the continuous horizontal
line of the second column.

The expected surface morphology of Ti64 and CT samples can be seen in the topo-
graphical images (Figure 3). Ti64 was mainly flat and characterized by polishing grooves,
while CT showed the expected micro-structure of the nano-porous oxide layer, in which the
titanium beta grains raise from the bulk due to selective etching by HF during the chemical
treatment [26]. The nanopores cannot be seen at this scale with the AFM. The adsorbed
polyphenols were not visible in the topographical images. Some aggregates were found
only on Ti64_P in agreement with the fluorescence images. The presence of a continuous
layer following the topography of the substrates could be supposed on Ti64_P_Ca, CT_P,
and CT_P_Ca according to these images, fluorescence images, and XPS results.

Different information could be derived from the electric potential images. Firstly, they
highlighted the presence of the adsorbed molecules, thanks to a difference in the surface
electric potential of the functionalized sample area. On Ti64_P, Ti64_P_Ca, and CT_P the
areas functionalized with polyphenols were uniformly at a lower electric potential than the
substrates (sample areas not functionalized are on the left of the images), as it is common
in the case of organic molecules on titanium surfaces [18,20]. The negative differences
between the two areas were about 100–250 mV on these samples. Contrary, on the CT_P_Ca
sample, the functionalized area had a higher electric potential than the substrate (CT), with
a positive difference of about 80 mV.

3.4. Water Contact Angle

The water contact angle is sensitive to the chemistry of the surface, so it is useful to
assess chemical modifications on surfaces and functionalization with organic molecules;
the obtained values are reported in Figure 4. The reported values are the apparent contact
angles without considering the roughness of the samples. The Sa values of these surfaces
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are close to 0.1 microns and the correction due to roughness does not substantially affect
the data [27].
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Figure 4. (a) Water contact angle (θ) on all the investigated surfaces. Bars represent the standard devi-
ations. Stars represent the significance level: ?? = p-value < 0.01, ??? = p-value < 0.001; (b–d) Photos
of water droplets on Ti64, Ti64_P, and CT_P_Ca, respectively.

Polished titanium (Ti64) had the highest value of θ (81.4 ± 0.77◦) in agreement with
the literature [28]. As already reported by the authors [11], the chemical treatment produces
a significantly more hydrophilic surface (CT), with a contact angle of 28.4 ± 4.2◦, due
to the presence of nano-topography and hydroxyl groups. The functionalization with
polyphenols can increase the hydrophilicity of both types of surfaces, depending on the
presence of calcium ions. In the case of Ti64_P and Ti64_P_Ca, the wettability was similar
(θ ≈ 45◦) but statistically different from Ti64 (p-value < 0.001). Compared to the CT surface,
CT_P and CT_P_Ca showed no significant variation. Furthermore, the CT_P_Ca resulted
in the most wettable surface after functionalization with a contact angle of 14.7 ± 6.6◦,
which was significantly lower than the one of CT_P (p-value < 0.01), Ti64_P_Ca, and Ti64_P
(p value < 0.001).

3.5. Zeta Potential Titration Curves

The zeta potential is related to the surface charge and its variation by changing the pH
of the electrolyte provides information about the acidic or the basic nature of functional
groups on the surface of a bulk sample or colloidal particles. The titration curves obtained
on polyphenols in TRIS/HCl_P and TRIS/HCl+Ca_P (Figure 5) are already reported and
discussed in previous work by the authors [9] and are here used as a reference. The zeta
potential titration curves of all the investigated samples are reported in Figure 5a,b.
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Figure 5. Surface zeta potential vs. pH curves of (a,b) polyphenols in solution, without (TRIS/HCl_P)
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the underneath graphs.

The solubilized polyphenols had a negative zeta potential independently of the pH
and the eventual addition of calcium ions (Figure 4a). The isoelectric points (IEP) were not
measured in the explored pH range, but their values can be extrapolated, falling around pH
2.0–2.2 in both cases, without an effect of the presence of calcium ions. The TRIS/HCl_P and
TRIS/HCl+Ca_P solutions had very similar zeta potential values in the range of pH 2.5–7
with a small variation of the slope of the curve around pH 4. At pH 7, the zeta potential of
TRIS/HCl+Ca_P had a plateau at around −15 mV, while TRIS/HCl_P continued with a
progressive reduction of the zeta potential by increasing pH. In both cases, the standard
deviations of the zeta potential were very low.

The zeta potential titration curves of Ti64 and CT were greatly different (Figure 5b,c).
As deeply discussed in previous work [25], this is due to the generation of very strong
acidic OH groups on CT during the hydrogen peroxide treatment, while Ti64 does not
expose a prevalence of functional groups with an acidic or basic behavior, as deduced by
the IEP detected at pH 4 and the absence of any plateau. The acidic OH groups exposed
by the titanium oxide layer on CT are completely deprotonated at any pH higher than 4,
which is the onset of the plateau in the basic range and induced a substantially lower IEP,
down to pH 2.6.

Furthermore, the functionalization with polyphenols resulted in a change in the zeta
potential compared to the substrates. In the case of the polished samples (Figure 5b), the
overall zeta potential was lower on both Ti64_P and Ti64_P_Ca if compared to Ti64, being
around 20 mV more negative over the full pH range and the IEPs shifted from 4 to 3 and
2.8, respectively. The shift of the IEPs was toward lower pH values, getting close to the IEPs
of functionalization solutions. All the observed differences between the titration curves
of Ti64_P and Ti64_P_Ca vs. Ti64 agreed with the presence of adsorbed polyphenols on
the surface: the acidic OH groups of polyphenols caused a shift of the IEPs and lower zeta
potential values. The presence of calcium ions in the functionalization solution did not
substantially affect the zeta potential titration curves in the case of Ti64 as substrate. A small
gap between the first points of the acid and basic titration range can be observed at pH 5.5
both on Ti64_P and Ti64_P_Ca but it can be considered within the experimental error of
this technique. Some small variations of the standard deviation of the zeta potential could
be observed at low pH but they did not match with any evident change in the titration
curves and can be considered within the experimental error of the techniques or related to
some limited effect of the release of molecules from the surfaces.

Considering the chemically treated and functionalized surfaces (Figure 5c), the effects
due to functionalization on the zeta potential were different. The IEPs were shifted to the
right from pH 2.6, which was the IEP for CT, to 2.8 for CT_P and 3.1 for CT_P_Ca. In this
case, the shift was not in the direction of the IEPs of the functionalization solutions but in
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the opposite one (toward higher pH values): this phenomenon will be explained in the
discussion (Section 4). In the basic range, the curves of CT and CT_P_Ca had a similar
plateau at about −30 mV, while CT_P showed a plateau at a more negative zeta potential
value (−50 mV). The presence of an evident and abrupt change in the zeta potential
occurred at pH 4 in the case of CT_P_Ca: it was larger than 20 mV and did not occur at the
first points of the acidic or basic titrations, so it cannot be considered as an experimental
error. An evident larger standard deviation of the zeta potential was also visible at the same
point. These phenomena can be correlated to an abrupt change in the surface chemistry
and, in this case, to the release of some molecules.

The sample surface stability was tested by measuring the zeta potential for 100 min
at fixed pHs, particularly at the inflammatory (pH 4) and physiological (pH 7.4) ones
(Figure 6) [28].
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Figure 6. Plot of the zeta potential versus time at constant pH of all the investigated surfaces:
(a,b) pH = 4; (c,d) pH = 7.4. Standard deviations are reported in the underneath graphs.

In most of the cases, the observed zeta potential values were almost constant and close
to the ones reported at the corresponding pH in the titration curves (Figure 5), falling in the
instrument’s sensitivity range of about 10 mV. A trend toward a lower zeta potential can be
observed in the first 20 min of the measurement on CT_P_Ca at pH 4.

4. Discussion

The use of natural polyphenols for functionalizing or coating bioactive surfaces has
been already investigated by the authors on chemically treated titanium, bioactive glasses,
and hydroxylapatite [10,23]. Polyphenols can be linked to CT maintaining their anti-oxidant
and radical scavenging ability [9] and they can increase the osteoblast differentiation and



Metals 2023, 13, 1347 11 of 16

mineralization of osteoblastic cells [29]. Here, the role of the surface features of the titanium
substrates and bonding mechanisms were analyzed more in detail by comparing untreated
and chemically treated titanium substrates in addition to the presence or not of calcium
ions in the functionalization solution (Ti64_P vs. Ti64_P_Ca; CT_P vs. CT_P_Ca).

Polyphenols were adsorbed both on Ti64 and CT with or without the addition of
calcium ions to the functionalization solution according to the XPS data (Tables 1 and 2,
Figure 1), fluorescence (Figure 2), and KPFM (Figure 3) images, contact angle values
(Figure 4), and zeta potential titration curves (Figures 5 and 6). Apart from this general
observation, some differences due to the surface features of the substrates and the chemical
composition of the functionalization solutions can be observed.

The XPS data (Figure 1) and fluorescence images (Figure 2) suggested that the addi-
tion of calcium ions to the functionalization solution increased the amount of adsorbed
polyphenols on both substrates. When calcium was added to the functionalization solution,
a higher ratio of C/O (Table 1), a lower contribution of the chemical bond Ti-O and func-
tional group acOH coming from the substrates (Table 2), and a stronger fluorescence signal
(Figure 2) were detected compared with the adsorption without calcium. In the case of Ti64
substrates, the amount of calcium detected by XPS on Ti64_P_Ca (Table 1) was very low, so
no effect related to the adsorption of calcium ions or chemical compounds with calcium
can be supposed. The increase in the quantity of adsorbed polyphenols on Ti64_P_Ca vs.
Ti64_P could be explained by a change in the solubility of polyphenols by changing the
ionic strength of the solution (because of the addition of the calcium salt) and because of the
formation of complex compounds between calcium ions and some species of polyphenols
in the solution: this hypothesis will be better described in the following. In the case of CT
substrates, an evident presence of calcium was observed on CT_P_Ca by XPS (Table 1) and
the higher adsorption of polyphenols during functionalization in TRIS/HCl+Ca_P could
be ascribed to a different mechanism of adsorption, involving the chemisorption of calcium
ions on the titanium surface, as explained in the following.

The mechanism of adsorption is here discussed by using all the data acquired in this
paper in a complementary way. First of all, the phenomena occurring in the functional-
ization solutions were considered. The grape extract here used contained phenolic acids
(hydroxycinnamic and/or hydroxybenzoic), flavonoids, and condensed tannins [9]. The
zeta potential titration curves of the functionalization solutions (Figure 5) underlined the
presence of two types of hydroxyl groups in the polyphenols extract: one was a stronger
acid and it was completely deprotonated at pH 4 while the other one was weaker and
fully deprotonated only at pH 7. According to the literature, the first one can be asso-
ciated with the carboxylic group of phenolic acids such as hydroxycinnamic acids [30],
and the second one with the phenolic group typical of flavonoids and condensed tannins.
The formation of complex compounds occurred when calcium ions were added to the
functionalization solution and it involved the phenolic groups, slightly changing the zeta
potential titration curve of TRIS/HCl+Ca_P vs. TRIS/HCl_P at basic pH values. It could
be supposed that mainly flavonoids and condensed tannins were involved in the formation
of the complex compounds considering that the change in the zeta potential titration curve
of TRIS/HCl+Ca_P involved mainly the plateau at pH 7 that was related to the phenolic
groups of these compounds. The phenolic group of hydroxybenzoic acids is usually re-
ported as completely deprotonated only at higher pH (around 8.5) but its involvement in the
formation of complex compounds with calcium ions cannot be excluded. The formation of
complex compounds with some species of polyphenols induces a higher solubility of those
species, as it is reported in the literature [31]. According to this, the adsorption of different
species of polyphenols on the substrates could be supposed when the functionalization
occurred in TRIS/HCl_P or TRIS/HCl+Ca_P, as described in the following.

Considering the features of the substrates, Ti64 did not show any prevalence of hy-
droxyl groups with a strongly acidic or basic behavior, according to the zeta potential
titration curve (Figure 5), and a low contribution of electrostatic interactions can be sup-
posed on this surface during the adsorption of polyphenols even with the addition of
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calcium ions to the functionalization solution. The data obtained showed a low amount of
calcium in Ti64_P_Ca (Table 1), confirming this hypothesis.

On the other side, there was a net prevalence of deprotonated acidic hydroxyl groups
on CT when the functionalization occurred at pH 7.4 [22,27,32]. A strong electrostatic
contribution could be supposed during functionalization on CT. This was confirmed by the
high amount of calcium detected by XPS on CT_P_Ca (Table 1). The larger adsorption of
polyphenols on CT_P_Ca vs. CT_P could be explained by the adsorption of the complex
compounds of polyphenols with calcium ions and the bridging effect of the divalent
ions. It has been acknowledged that divalent positive ions can act as bridges between
negatively charged biomolecules, such as proteins, and negative surfaces [32,33]. The same
effect was observed by the authors in a previous work involving CT as a substrate [9].
The contribution of the peak related to the acOH groups (Figure 1–Table 2) was lower
on CT_P_Ca than on CT_P in agreement with the hypothesis of the involvement of this
functional group of the substrate in the chemisorption of the adsorbed layer through the
mediation of calcium ions. Moreover, the shift toward higher pH values of the IEPs of CT_P
and CT_P_Ca compared to CT (Figure 5) can be explained by the progressive engagement
of the acidic OH groups typical of CT by the adsorbed layer of polyphenols and/or their
involvement in the chemisorption of calcium ions. The bridging effect was not observed on
Ti64 due to the low availability of binding sites on the untreated titanium alloy.

The addition of calcium ions to the solution induced the adsorption of polyphenols
with a largely enhanced exposition of COOH species than Ar-OH on Ti64: the COOH/Ar-
OH ratio was 1.6 on Ti64_P while it became 3.1 on Ti64_P_Ca (Figure 1 and Table 2). This
can be explained as follows. The formation of complex compounds of calcium ions with
polyphenols occurred through the Ar-OH functional groups of flavonoids and condensed
tannins, as before mentioned. In the case of Ti64_P_Ca, the complex compounds with
calcium ions were not bound by the substrate, because of the low density of deprotonated
OH groups on Ti64 (Figure 5) and the resulting low attraction of calcium ions. Consequently,
higher adsorption of other species, such as phenolic acids can be supposed. A physisorption
mechanism of phenolic acids was supposed to be predominant in the case of Ti64_P_Ca.
In the case of CT substrates, the presence of a high density of negative charge on CT,
due to deprotonated OH groups of the oxide layer (Figure 5), may change the adsorption
mechanism mainly to chemisorption, with a strong effect of electrostatic interactions. In the
case of CT_P_Ca, there was a reduced exposition of the COO- groups compared to Ti64_P,
Ti64_P_Ca, and CT_P (Figure 1–Table 2). These groups were electrostatically repulsed by
the substrate (Table 2 and Figure 1), agreeing with the hypothesis of chemisorption. With
the addition of calcium ions to the solution, the ratio between COOH/Ar-OH on CT_P_Ca
was increased compared to CT_P because in this case the phenolic groups of the adsorbed
species were used for the formation of the complex compounds with calcium ions (Table 2
and Figure 3) and were not exposed: this also agreed with the hypothesis of chemisorption
of complex compounds of flavonoids and tannins with calcium ions on CT.

Looking at the wettability (Figure 4) and zeta potential titration curves (Figure 5),
comparable contact angle and zeta potential titration curves were detected on Ti64_P and
Ti64_P_Ca. This highlight that the surface chemistry of these samples was analogous,
independently from the addition of calcium ions, and that there was an overall limited
effect of the addition of calcium ions to the functionalization solution in the case of Ti64.

In contrast, the addition of calcium ions to the functionalization solution of CT resulted
in surfaces with different features compared to the other samples here considered. CT_P_Ca
showed a higher wettability than CT_P and the other functionalized samples (Figure 4),
in agreement with a substantial effect of the added calcium ions, which leads to a higher
amount of adsorbed polyphenols and different species of them on the titanium surface.

Lastly, the data from KPFM (Figure 3) confirmed a substantial difference in the ad-
sorption of polyphenols on CT with the addition of calcium ions into the functionalization
solution compared to the other cases. A more positive electric potential was registered
on the functionalized area than the substrate only in the case of CT_P_Ca. In general,
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adsorbates that donate electron density to the surface cause a decrease in surface potential,
while adsorbates that pull electrons away from the surface cause an increase in surface
potential [34]. Areas with a more positive surface potential can derive from either a more
positive charge contribution from cations and/or less electron density from anions or nega-
tively charged groups [35]. Thus, the increment of electric potential on the functionalized
area of CT with the calcium ions added could be ascribed to the presence of adsorbed
calcium ions. This hypothesis was confirmed by a similar increment of surface electric
potential registered on an area of a CT sample soaked in a buffered solution of calcium
chloride (without polyphenols) compared to the unsoaked area of the same specimen (data
not shown). It could be also supposed that the polyphenols adsorbed on CT_P_Ca made a
shield effect masking the negatively charged OH groups of the CT substrate resulting in a
less negative surface electric potential. This effect was not observed on CT_P because of the
lower thickness of the adsorbed layer of polyphenols. These hypotheses are not convincing
in the authors’ opinion.

Despite the different chemical bonding mechanisms, with or without the addition of
calcium ions, polyphenols formed a continuous layer on all surfaces, as can be concluded
by combining the results of fluorescent microscopy and KPFM (Figures 2 and 3). These
results were agreed in the case of Ti64_P_Ca, CT_P, and CT_P_Ca. The homogeneous value
of the electric potential detected by KPFM on Ti64_P evidenced that a thin uniform layer of
adsorbed molecules was formed also on this sample, analogously to the other ones, even
if it was not observed in the fluorescent image. It can be supposed that it was too thin to
result in a visible fluorescent contrast. Few fluorescence spots on a dark substrate were
observed on Ti64_P suggesting that polyphenols formed also aggregates on this sample;
this agreed with the lower solubility of polyphenols in a solution without calcium ions.
The hypothesis of a continuous polyphenol layer on Ti64_P samples is also supported by
the water contact angle being equal to one of Ti64_P_Ca as the result of similar surface
chemistry between surfaces. On the other side, it was clear from the fluorescence images
that both the addition of calcium ions to the functionalization solution and the presence
of acidic OH groups on the substrate, as it was on CT, enhanced polyphenols adsorption.
The highest amount of molecules was observed when both the effects of calcium took place
(CT_P_Ca), while the lowest was obtained when both were absent (Ti64_P). This effect
is of interest for several applications of polyphenols where a uniform coating of a metal
substrate is needed, such as protection against corrosion.

However, the thickness of the adsorbed polyphenols layer was at the nanoscale in any
case, as derived by the KPFM topographical images (Figure 3) where the typical surface
morphologies of Ti64 and CT were well visible even after functionalization on all samples.
This agreed with the detection of titanium by XPS on all the functionalized surfaces: the
thickness of the adsorbed layer was lower than the penetration depth of the beam used for
the XPS measurements, which is a few nanometers. This is of interest considering that a
micro and nano-structured topography, as in the case of CT, has a large osteoconductive
effect and it must be exposed to the biological environment.

Concerning the evaluation of the stability at pH 4 and 7.4 of the functionalized surfaces
through the zeta potential measurement at a constant pH, all the surfaces showed a stable
behavior and no substantial change in the zeta potential value (Figure 6c,d). It can be
concluded that at least a layer of polyphenols was not removed from the titanium surfaces
by the electrolyte flux during zeta potential measurements, despite the type of chemical
bond with the surface. This result agreed with what was reported by the author in [9]
where a weak and uniformly distributed molecule layer was detected even on a sample
soaked for 28 days in a simulated physiological solution. On the other side, the presence
of a chemisorption mechanism could be related to the abrupt change in the zeta potential
value registered at pH 4.5 on CT_P_Ca, as already described in [9], where polyphenols are
released following the protonation of substrate’s acOH groups. The XPS data obtained on
the samples used for the zeta potential titration in the acidic range (Figure 1–Tables 1 and 2;
Ti64_P_Ca_pza and CT_P_Ca_pza) confirmed that a partial removal occurred during the
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measures: the percentages of carbon decreased, while those of titanium and oxygen in-
creased, and the contribution of the Ti-O bond was larger than on Ti64_P_Ca and CT_P_Ca.
Furthermore, the amount of Ca was reduced on CT_P_Ca_pza. A larger removal of the
adsorbed polyphenols may occur on CT_P_Ca in a limited range of time and it took place
at a specific pH that is of interest because reachable in inflammatory conditions. A smart
release of polyphenols, when an inflammatory chemical environment is developed around
an implant, as well as their persistent presence on an implant surface is of interest because
of their well-known anti-inflammatory action [14,19]. The «smart» release of polyphenols
occurred at a pH value that was consistent with the complete protonation of hydroxyl
groups of the substrate according to the zeta potential titration curve of CT.

5. Conclusions

The present paper provides new insights into the chemical mechanisms of binding
natural molecules for therapeutic purposes on biomaterials. A natural extract of grape
pomace was used to functionalize Ti6Al4V alloy. The polished and chemically etched
surfaces were compared as well as different solutions for functionalization. The amount
and mechanism of adsorption of polyphenols were affected both by the presence of calcium
ions in the solution used for functionalization and the surface features of the substrate.
The amount of adsorbed polyphenols increased with the addition of calcium ions and the
formation of complex compounds in the solution. The presence of acidic hydroxyl groups
on the substrate had a positive effect on the adsorption of the polyphenols changing the
mechanism from physisorption to chemisorption through electrostatic bridging and making
desorption sensitive to pH. A selection of the types of polyphenols adsorbed occurred as
a consequence of the surface features and addition of calcium ions to the solution used
for functionalization. The novel functionalization with the natural extract may promote
new smart materials for implants designed not only for bone regeneration but also for
inflammation reduction.
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