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Abstract: Polyetheretherketone (PEEK) has been increasingly employed in mechanical properties in terms of strength,
and PEEK can exhibit an elastic modulus closely to cortical bone (18 GPa). However, since PEEK is chemically inert
with a hydrophobic surface, cell adhesion on the surface is one of the demerits. Therefore, the present research aims to
improve cell adhesion on the PEEK surface by Hydroxyapatite (HA) coating. In this research, the pretreatment of the
PEEK surface was performed by the sulfuric treatment. Then, coating of HA on the PEEK surface was performed via
a wet chemical technique. In the wet chemical process, the concentration of calcium phosphate solution was varied
from 1X to 2X. The soaking temperature and duration were set at 37, 60 ◦C for 24, and 72 hours. The results revealed
that the wettability of the PEEK surface could be enhanced with sulfuric treatment. Contact angle decreased from 94
to 0 degrees before sulfuric treatment and HA coating, which showed super wetting. The XRD pattern and calcium
phosphate ratio of the wet chemical coated specimen confirmed that HA structure was formed on the specimen surface
which was operated under the proper wet chemical condition (1X_60C_24H). Furthermore, there was no significant
change in the mechanical property of PEEK either before or after the whole process.
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I. INTRODUCTION
Common treatment of Degenerative Spine Disease

(DSD) is to use a device called a “Cage” to replace dam-
aged intervertebral discs (bone grafting) [1]. proposed
to use the cage for spinal fusion. That time, Ti-6Al-4V
was initially manufactured to produce a cage device for
spinal fusion due to its excellent corrosion resistance and
osseointegration [2, 3]. However, Ti-6Al-4V was degen-
erated into the vertebral bodies due to the difference in the
modulus of elasticity that is the cause of “stress shielding
effect” [4]. The DSD incidence rate typically increases
with age in patients older than 60 years with a male and
female ratio of 2:1. Although DSD is often found in the
elderly, it can happen to the work aged as well [5]. There

are some reports that patients with herniated disk were
only 30 years of age, caused by bad behaviors that were
not related to ergonomics. Furthermore, people with age
over 30 years can also have herniated disc disease found
in the spine area of the neck and lower waist with this
disease. The patient usually has a pain in the area where
the nerves are pressed and might also have numbness and
muscle weakness [6]. Presently, the Cage is typically
manufactured from Polyether ether ketone (PEEK) [7].
PEEK is a thermoplastic polymer with strength and me-
chanical properties appropriate to be a biomaterial [8],
using in a load-bearing implant for spinal fusion and den-
tal [9], which brings a high success rate in surgery and can
support the force in a skeletal system [10]. The cage can
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contain pieces of HA to help stimulate bone graft (regen-
eration) and enhance the integration between the hiatus
in the intervertebral space, resulting in less recovery time
after surgery. The biocompatibility of the PEEK is power-
fully affected by its surface characteristics, including the
surface roughness, chemical composition and wettability
[11]. The Young’s modulus of PEEK is approximately
3 to 4 GPa, which is relatively similar to the cortical
bone (7 to 30 GPa). PEEK is a very inert polymer in the
biological system and hydrophobic [12, 11, 13]. Such
that, it does not allow protein adsorption, cell adhesion,
and bone integration (osseointegration) to the surface of
PEEK, causing a long time to recuperate after the surgery
[14]. A common method to improve osseointegration is
to coat PEEK substrate with HA. One of the most effec-
tual techniques for creating an HA coating layer is the
wet chemical techniques [14], which mimics the miner-
alization process of bone, namely "Biomimetics" [15].
The decrease in local pH leads to partial dissolution of
the coating and subsequent calcium and phosphate re-
lease into Ca+ and PO−

4 respective ionic forms because
acidic pH predominates at inflammatory locate. The im-
plant locate increases the saturation of body fluids and
precipitates a biological apatite onto the surface of the
implant [16]. This layer of biological apatite might con-
tain proteins and operated as a matrix for osteogenic cell
attachment and growth [17]. This biological apatite layer
helps to enhance the bone healing process around the
implant. Furthermore, acid-treatments have beneficial in
improving the adhesion of HA on PEEK [18]. Therefore,
the present study focuses on coating HA on PEEK surface
by applying acid-treatments and a wet chemical process.
The effect of calcium-phosphate-solution concentration,
soaking temperature and soaking duration using the wet
chemical process on formation of HA structure was dis-
cussed.

II. EXPERIMENTAL
A. Materials and Methods

Biomedical-grade Polyether Ether Ketone (PEEK)
was mechanically polished with 2000 grit sandpaper us-
ing a polishing machine. The specimens with a rectan-
gular shape (square 1 x 1 mm, thickness 1 mm) were
cleaned by an ultrasonic cleaning machine for 15 minutes
in acetone, 70% ethanol, and double-distilled water. In
order to increase the surface area for HA adhesion, PEEK
specimens were chemical-etched with sulfuric acid at a
concentration of 90% for 1 minute. The experiment was
performed inside a beaker on the ice to prevent the danger
of a severe exothermic chemical reaction.

B. Preparation of the Supersaturated Calcium Phos-
phate (CaP) Solution

The analytical reagent grade of CaCl2•2H2O was dis-
solved in double-distilled water and buffered at pH 7.2
with Hepes (Calcium solution). The analytical reagent
grade of Na3 PO4•12H2O and NaHCO3 was also dis-
solved in double distilled water and buffered at pH 7.2
with Hepes (Phosphate solution). The pH of the solution
must be adjusted at 7.2 for chemical action to synthe-
sized HA. The PEEK polymer has a surface negative
charge (the zeta potential of PEEK polymers is negative
at pH more than 6) [19, 20]. It was analyzed HA powder
and analyze adhesive strength of the HA layer. Calcium
phosphate supersaturated calcifying solution was freshly
prepared by mixing 500 ml of the calcium solution and
500 ml of the phosphate solution. The specimen was
immersed in solution with different conditions such as
calcium phosphate solution concentration, temperature,
and time shown in Table 1.

TABLE 1
WET CHEMICAL COATING CONDITIONS

Temperature (◦) 37 60

CaP Concentration Time (h) 1X 2X 1X 2X
24 72 24 72

C. Physicochemical Characterization of HA
1) Inductively Coupled Plasma Optical Emission Spec-
trometer (ICP-OES): The calcium and phosphorus con-
tent of HA synthesized on PEEK substrate after coating
in the CaP solution can be determined. After digesting
5 mg of HA in 1 ml of HCl, it was diluted 10X with
double-distilled water.
2) X-Ray Diffractometer (XRD): Crystal structure from
each compounds in HA can be detected by X-ray diffrac-
tometer with 20 varying from 20 to 60 degree using Cu
Kα radiation at 0.2◦ step size. The established presence
of HA crystalline phases found as the HA peaks, corre-
spondingly.
3) Fourier Transform Infrared spectroscopy (FTIR):
The spectrophotometer with wavelength 500- 4000cm−1

was used to determine the functional groups in HA
molecules by scanning the wet chemical HA sample. One
of the objectives of the FTIR analysis was to ensure that
certain important groups (namely PO4), that are essential
for the performance of HA.
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D. Characterization of the HA-coated PEEK
1) Scanning Electron Microscopes (SEM): The speci-
men surface was coated with gold by using the sputtering
method to improve the observed surface’s electrical con-
ductivity. Then, the morphology of the HA coating sur-
face was observed by SEM. Sputter coating is to acquire
good results by providing a protective layer to the sam-
ples under high voltage of SEM. Then, the morphology
of the HA coating surface was observed by SEM
2) Contact angle: Contact angle between the PEEK sur-
face and water was measured by digital camera following
by image analysis method. The contact angle measure-
ment is used to determine the wettability of PEEK surface
[21]. The 3 ul of water is dropped on the PEEK surface
and snap a picture of droplet by digital camera. Con-
tact angle between the PEEK surface and water droplet
is analyzed by ImageJ software. The contact angle is
required to perform a contact angle between the PEEK
substances and liquid (water). It quantifies hydrophobic
or hydrophilic of the HA coating layer. The contact angle
measurement can be divided into three steps: light source,
camera and horizontal stage.

3) Micro vickers hardness The specimen was tested by
micro-Vickers hardness indenter with indentation force
of 0.01 N and holding times of 10 s. The hardness is
calculated as the load quotient on the square area of the in-
dentation. Normal loads increased linearly until reaching
the maximum value after 10 s. The hardness is calculated
as the load quotient on the square area of the indentation.

III. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
A. Synthesis of HA by Wet Chemical Technique

By the wet chemical process, the CaP solution was
unstable (supersaturated solution). After the PEEK poly-
mer was immersed in a clear CaP solution, it will be-
come clouded and precipitate on the bottom. The white
precipitate is synthesized hydroxyapatite in this process.
Fig.1 shows selecting elemental quantity analysis at a red
square. EDS analysis can confirm HA as a product of
the wet chemical process. EDS spectra revealed oxygen,
calcium, and phosphorus peaks, showing good agreement
with chemical composition in Ca5 (PO4)3 OH. Therefore,
HA crystallite would form corresponding to the theory of
nucleation. HA can be confirmed as a product from wet
chemical techniques by EDS analysis.

 
Fig. 1. SEM micrograph of (left) plane view and (right) EDS spectra of the wet chemical HA coating on PEEK substrate

Inductively coupled plasma optical emission spec-
trometry (ICP-OES) experiment was conducted to con-
firm Ca/P molar ratio of HA. The calcium and phosphorus
content of HA synthesized on the PEEK substrate after
coating in the CaP solution can be determined. Ca/P mole
ratios of the HA produced via wet chemical technique

were confirmed by the ICP-OES experiment. The result
shows that the average Ca/P ratio decreases with decreas-
ing calcium-phosphate-solution concentration. Further,
the Ca/P ratio of the specimen, synthesized under the 1X
solution at 60◦C for 24 hours, is closed to the stoichiome-
try of HA (1.67), shown in Table 2.
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TABLE 2
ELEMENTAL CONCENTRATIONS OF THE WET CHEMICAL HA DETERMINED BY ICP-OES

Wet Chemical Synthesis Conditions Ca/P

37◦ 1X 24h 1.59
72h 1.55

2X 24h 1.64
72h 1.61

60◦ 1X 24h 1.67
72h 1.59

2X 24h 1.65
72h 1.60

HA was obtained by wet chemical technique. Crystal
structure of specimens were investigated by XRD ma-
chine. A peak in intensity occurs when the HA con-
tains lattice planes with d-spacings appropriate to diffract
X-rays at that value of θ . Including crystal structure
from each compounds in HA, it can be detected by X-ray
diffractometer with positions (2θ ) varying from 20 to 60
degree.

Fig. 2 shows XRD patterns of the wet chemical HA

compared with HA standard (ICDD 9-432) [22], which is
confirmed that the peaks (211, 112, 300) of HA fabricated
by the wet chemical process corresponded with the HA
standard [23, 22]. In other words, HA crystalline can be
formed on the PEEK surface by the wet chemical pro-
cess. However, the concentration of calcium phosphate
solution influenced the crystallization of hydroxyapatite
measured by the sharpness and narrowness of each peak
in XRD results.

 

Fig. 2. XRD patterns of the wet chemical HA comparing with HA standard (ICDD 9-432)

The spectrophotometer with wavelength 500 - 4000
cm−1 was used to determine the functional groups in
HA molecules by scanning the wet chemical HA sample.
Fig. 4 shows comparison of functional group between
the synthesized HA and HA commercial product (HAP
200, Taihei Chemical Industrial Co., Ltd.). IR absorption
bands at the wavelength of 560, 600, 870, 960, 1020, and
1100 cm−1 represent the phosphate group, IR absorption
bands at the wavelength of 640 cm−1 represent hydroxide

group. Fig. 3 shows the FTIR pattern of the wet chemical
HA (1X_60C_24H condition) compared with the com-
mercialized HA (HAP 200). PO3−

4 in the FTIR spectrum
of HA synthesized were found. It can easily be observed
that the spectra follow the HA characteristic spectrum.
PO3−

4 group forms intensive IR absorption bands at 560,
600 and 1100 cm−1. The chemical groups of HA were
matched with HA commercial grade (HAP 200, Taihei
Chemical Industrial Co., Ltd.).
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Fig. 3. FTIR pattern of wet chemical HA comparing with commercialize HA (HAP200)

B. Surface Micrograph and of HA
Fig. 4 shows the contact angle of the specimens (in-

cluding bare-PEEK, Polished-PEEK, sulfuric acid treated-
PEEK, and wet chemical HA coating-PEEK), which were
equaled to 93◦, 76◦, 68◦, and 0◦, respectively. In order
to preserve the mechanical property, the untreated PEEK

was etched with the sulfuric concentration at 90% for 1
min. The result of chemical etching represents a smaller
contact angle that increases the HA coating layer [24].
Moreover, sulfuric acid is required to modify the PEEK
surface to be smaller than Bare-PEEK. The etching tech-
nique significantly affects wetting behavior.

 

Fig. 4. Contact angle of PEEK

The micro Vickers Hardness (HV) measurement was
carried out on a micro-hardness tester with indentation
force of 0.01 N for 10 sec on PEEK. Vickers hardness
for HA-coated PEEK is in the range of 24.5–27.5 HV.
Fig. 4 shows micro Vickers hardness of bare-PEEK and
PEEK treated with sulfuric acid. The measured hardness

value of PEEK treated with sulfuric acid (HV = 26.97 ±
0.68) was increased by approximately 10% higher than
bare-PEEK specimens (HV = 24.65 ± 0.88). The values
of the obtained results differ due to the treatment con-
ditions and the deposition method for PEEK coatings,
which influences the uniformity of coatings.

 

Fig. 5. Vickers microhardness values of bare-PEEK and PEEK treated with sulfuric acid
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IV. CONCLUSION
This study provides evidence for the mechanical of

PEEK coated HA. The adhering ability of HA on the
PEEK surface was improved by reducing the water con-
tact angle of the surface, which was induced by polishing
and sulfuric treatment. When sulfuric treatment was ap-
plied to the PEEK surface, sulfuric-treated PEEK has a
hardness higher than bare PEEK, but there was no signifi-
cant difference. Further, the sulfuric treatment shows no
toxicity effect on the PEEK surface. The wet chemical
condition was able to synthesize HA on the PEEK surface.
The synthesized HA layer has a crystal structure. The
wet chemical technique is able to synthesize the HA cor-
responding to the commercial HA product. In addition,
the findings confirm the hydroxyapatite effects from the
wet chemical technique in the PEEK-HA specimen may
prove superior healing efficacy compare to bare-PEEK
and sulfuric treated PEEK. Furthermore, uniform disper-
sion of HA layer on PEEK surface was ably achieved in a
day. The paper suggests that the wet chemical technique
can be successfully applied to coat the PEEK substrate.
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