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Abstract: Poly(L-lactic acid) (PLA) is a biodegradable fiber, and a promising material for use in
biomedical applications. However, its hydrophobicity, low hydrolyzability, and poor cell adhesion
can be problematic in some cases; consequently, the development of improved PLA-based materials
is required. In this study, chitosan-coated (CS-coated) PLA was prepared by plasma treatment and
the layer-by-layer (LBL) method. Plasma treatment prior to CS coating effectively hydrophilized
and activated the PLA surface. The LBL method was used to increase the number of CS and sodium
alginate (SA) coating layers by electrostatically superposing alternating anionic and cationic polymers.
The prepared fibers were characterized by tensile testing, scanning electron microscopy (SEM),
X-ray photoelectron spectroscopy (XPS), nitrogen analysis and degradation testing, which revealed
that the 100 W plasma treatment for 60 s was optimum, and that plasma treatment and the LBL
method effectively coated CS onto the PLA fibers. The existence or not of a coating on the PLA fiber
did not appear to influence the degradation of the fiber, which is ascribable to the extremely thin
coating, as evidenced by nitrogen analysis and SEM. The CS-coated PLA fibers were prepared without
damaging the PLA surface and can be used in biomaterial applications such as suture threads.
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1. Introduction

Suture threads require properties such as biocompatibility and strength for surgical applications,
because the removal of stitches is cumbersome for the doctor, a burden to doctor and patient, and poses
a risk of infection. Poly(L-lactic acid) (PLA) fiber is one of the biodegradable suture threads currently in
use. PLA is an aliphatic lactic-acid-based polyester, and is well known to be a carbon-neutral material
obtained from some plants [1]. PLA has good mechanical properties and characteristics, such as
biodegradability, biocompatibility, and lack of toxicity [2–4]. Therefore, PLA is an interesting material
for use in applications that include tissue engineering, drug delivery systems, and implants [5–8].
However, the hydrophobicity, low hydrolyzability, and poor cell adhesion exhibited by the PLA surface
are problematic in some biomaterial applications [9]. Several techniques have recently been reported
to modify PLA surfaces. For example, PLA surfaces can be coated by hydrophilic polymers, such as
proteins, chitosan (CS), and sodium alginate (SA) by alkaline, enzymatic, or plasma treatments [10–14].

CS is derived from chitin, which is well known to be the most abundant natural biopolymer [15–17].
In addition, CS is used prominently as a biomaterial because of its numerous excellent properties,
which include biocompatibility, biodegradability, and antibacterial and wound-healing abilities [18–21].
CS is a cationic polymer bearing amino (–NH2) groups, a consequence of its glucosamine units,
and is soluble in acidic aqueous solutions [22]. SA is also a natural biopolymer composed of (1,4)
β-D-mannuronate and α-L-guluronate [23]. SA is extracted from seaweed and used in the food industry as
a thickener, stabilizer and gelatinizer, a consequence of its superior properties that include biocompatibility,
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moisture-retention, high viscosity, and easy gelation [24–26]. SA is the sodium salt of an anionic polymer
bearing carboxylate (–COO−) groups, and is soluble in neutral and basic aqueous solution [27].

In this study, we modified the PLA surface with CS and SA coatings to improve its surface
properties while maintaining its biodegradability. Plasma treatment and layer-by-layer (LBL)
deposition were employed for preparation. To the best of our knowledge, this is the first report
of a CS- and SA-coated PLA fiber prepared. Plasma treatment is effective for coating CS onto the PLA
surface without damaging the PLA because it hydrophilizes and activates the surface layer. Moreover,
the LBL method effectively increases the amount of CS coating. The LBL method has received attention
as a coating technique capable of forming multiple layers of ionic polymers on the surface of a material,
and many reports have noted that multilayers can be easily prepared via this method on several
materials [28]. The prepared multilayers are uniform, thin, hard, adhesive, and slightly soluble;
moreover, the surfaces can be readily modified through the formation of polyelectrolyte layers [29,30].
In this study, SA and CS, as anionic and cationic layers, were coated via the electrostatic superposition
of alternating polymers onto PLA fibers with these methods. The mechanical properties, morphologies,
CS–PLA and SA–CS interactions, nitrogen content, and degradability of the prepared fibers were
characterized by tensile testing, scanning electron microscopy (SEM), X-ray photoelectron spectroscopy
(XPS), nitrogen analysis, and degradation testing, respectively. The CS-coating-modified PLA will be
applicable as suture threads, because the antibacterial and wound-healing abilities of CS reduce the
risk of postoperative infections.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Materials

CS (FM-80, Mw = 24.8 × 103, degree of deacetylation (DDA) = 84.7%) was provided by
Koyo Chemical Co., Ltd. (Sakaiminato, Japan). The weight-average molecular weight (Mw) and
the DDA of CS were determined by gel permeation chromatography (GPC) and 1H-NMR spectroscopy,
respectively. SA (Grad IL-2, viscosity = 44 mPa·s) was provided by Kimica Corporation (Tokyo, Japan).
Other chemicals were purchased from FUJIFILM Wako Pure Chemical Corporation (Osaka, Japan), and
were used without purification. PLA fiber (167T48) was composed of 48 filaments of diameter 20 µm.

2.2. Methods

The PLA fiber was coiled on a frame and washed twice with 1% Tween 20 solution. The washed
PLA was rinsed three times with distilled water and dried at room temperature. A 1% CS solution was
prepared as follows. A 2 g sample of CS was dissolved in 1% aqueous acetic acid and freeze-dried
to remove excess acetic acid and water. The obtained CS-acetate salt was then dissolved in 200 mL
of water. The PLA fiber was protected against acetic-acid damage through the preparation of the 1%
CS solution used in this method. A 1% SA solution was prepared by the overnight stirring of 2 g
of SA in 200 mL of water. The coating method involving plasma treatment and the LBL method is
described below.

To coat them with CS, the PLA-fiber surfaces were activated by plasma treatment (CUTE–MR/R,
FEMTO SCIENCE, Hwaseong, Korea) prior to immersion in the above-mentioned CS solution.
Plasma treatment was performed under the following conditions: time, 30–1800 s; power, 100–200 W;
and oxygen-gas flow, 70 mL/min (Table 1).

The PLA fibers, plasma-treated under a variety of conditions, were immediately immersed in 1%
CS solution and stirred for 1 min at room temperature. The PLA fibers were then rinsed three times
with distilled water and dried at room temperature. PLA fibers coated with a single layer of CS were
obtained in this manner.

To coat with CS and SA using the LBL method, the CS-coated PLA fibers were first immersed in
1% SA solution and stirred for 1 min at room temperature, after which the PLA fibers were rinsed three
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times with distilled water. CS-coated PLA fibers coated with SA through electrostatic interactions with
CS were produced in this manner.

The PLA fibers formed in this manner were then immersed in 1% CS solution and stirred for
1 min at room temperature, after which the PLA fibers were rinsed three times with distilled water to
give CS/SA/CS-coated PLA fibers.

Multilayer-coated PLA fibers were produced by repeating these steps. The sequence was repeated
in a manner that ensured that the final coating layer was composed of CS. The coating procedure is
schematically displayed in Figure 1, while the numbers of the coating layers on the various samples
are summarized in Table 2.

Preformed PLA samples were treated under a variety of conditions to investigate the effect
of plasma treatment and the LBL method on the surface of the samples. Tables 1 and 2 show the
conditions used for the plasma treatment and the LBL method, respectively.

Table 1. Conditions used for the plasma treatment condition of PLA fibers.

Sample Power (W) Time (s)

P1 100 60
P2 100 300
P3 100 1800

P4 200 60
P5 200 300
P6 200 1800

Table 2. Conditions (C1–C5) used during the CS coating of the P1 PLA-fiber sample.

Sample Number of CS Layers CS Content (%) Thickness of the CS Layer (nm)

C1 1 0.331 31.5
C2 3 0.377 35.9
C3 5 0.585 55.8
C4 10 0.730 69.7
C5 15 1.083 103.7

Figure 1. The LBL method used to CS-coat the PLA fibers.

2.3. Tensile Testing

The tensile strengths and strains of the prepared fibers were measured according to the
Japanese Industrial Standard (JIS) 1013-8.5 methods using an STA-1150 universal testing machine
(Orientec Co., Ltd., Tokyo, Japan). Samples for testing were cut to the appropriate length and attached
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to paper. The initial sample length was 10 mm, and the stretching rate was 10.0 mm/min. The force
at the breaking point was measured as tensile stress, which was converted into tensile strength.
Data obtained were the averages of fifteen tests.

2.4. Surface Characterization

The surface morphologies of the samples were investigated by SEM (JSM–6700 microscope, JEOL,
Tokyo, Japan). All samples were vacuum-dried overnight and deposited on platinum foil prior to
SEM. The CS coatings on the surfaces of the PLA fibers were examined by XPS (ESCA–3400, Kratos
Analytical Ltd., Manchester, UK) fitted with a monochromatic Mg–KαX-ray source, at 10 kV and 20 mA.
Spectra in the C 1s (300–276.9 eV), O 1s (524.9–543 eV), and N 1s (410–389.9 eV) binding-energy ranges
were acquired. The C 1s peak was separated to three peaks according to the chemical components
as follows: hydrocarbon main chain (C–C) at 285.0 eV, ether (C–O) at 286.5 eV, and ester (COO) at
289.2 eV. To compare the amounts of CS in the various samples, the ester (COO/C) and amine (N/C)
ratios were calculated using Equations (1) and (2):

ester (COO/C) =
COO peak intensity at 289.2 eV
C − C peak intensity at 285.0 eV

, (1)

amino (N/C) =
C − NH peak intensity at 400.0 eV
C − C peak intensity at 285.0 eV

. (2)

2.5. Determining the Amount of CS

The Kjeldahl method for the quantitative analysis of nitrogen was used to determine the CS
content on the PLA fiber. The samples were vacuum-dried at room temperature overnight prior
to analysis.

The sample was degraded in the first step, as follows. A 0.2 g sample was decomposed in a
Kjeldahl flask with 10 mL of concentrated H2SO4 and 3 g of the catalyst (9:1 K2SO4:CuSO4) at 500 ◦C
for 3 h; if colored at this stage, hydrogen peroxide (35 vol%) was added to the solution to decolorize it.
The colorless solution obtained in this manner was then heated again at 500 ◦C for 1 h and then cooled
to room temperature, after which 40 mL of deionized water was added.

The degraded sample was steam-distilled and back-titrated in the second step, as follows.
The Kjeldahl flask containing the degraded sample was attached to a steam distillation system
and 30% w/v aqueous NaOH was added until the solution turned black, which is an indicator
of alkalinity. The sample was steam-distilled for 20 min. The free-NH3-trapping solution was
prepared by mixing 4 mL of 0.01 M H2SO4, 26 mL of deionized water, and a small amount of
ethanolic bromocresol-green/methyl-red indicator solution. Back-titration was performed against a
standardized 0.01 M NaOH solution. The CS percentage was calculated using Equations (3) and (4):

MWCTS = MWGlcN × DDA
100

+ MWGlcNAc × 100 − DDA
100

, (3)

chitosan content (%) =
MWCTS × (CH2SO4 × VH2SO4 − 2 × CNaOH × VNaOH)

W
, (4)

where MWCTS is the molecular weight of the CS unit (g/mol), MWGlcN is the molecular weight of
the glucosamine unit, MWGlcNAc is the molecular weight of the N-acetyl glucosamine unit, C is the
concentration of the H2SO4 or NaOH solution (mol/L), V is the volume of the H2SO4 or NaOH
solution (L), and W is the weight of the tested sample (g).
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2.6. Degradation Testing in PBS Solution

The PLA fibers were immersed for five months in phosphate-buffered saline (PBS, pH 7.2) solution
at 37 ◦C. At the end of this period, the samples were rinsed three times with distilled water and dried
at 35 ◦C. The degradation rate was calculated from the weight using Equation (5):

weight change rate (%) =
W0 − W1

W0
× 100, (5)

where W0 and W1 are the weights of the initial and degraded PLA fibers, respectively.
The degraded PLA fibers were tensile-tested and examined by SEM as described in Sections 2.3 and 2.4.

3. Results and Discussion

3.1. Tensile Testing

3.1.1. Plasma-Treated PLA Fibers

Figure 2 displays the tensile stresses and strains of the various plasma-treated PLA fibers.
The average tensile stresses of samples P1–P6 were 359, 345, 334, 378, 359 and 15.7 MPa, respectively.
Other than P6, the tensile stresses of the samples were slightly higher than that (312 MPa) of the original
PLA fiber; however, the differences were not significant. Fibers treated for longer times exhibited
decreased tensile strengths. In particular, the tensile strength of P6 was extremely low, with a stress
of about 15.7 MPa, which is ascribable to the observation that P6 melted when exposed to the heat
produced during high-power plasma treatment for long times; clearly, PLA is damaged by long plasma
treatments. The average strain of each sample was almost identical to that of the original (untreated)
fiber. However, P3–P6 showed lower values than P1 and P2, because PLA fibers got damaged under
treatment with a high power of 200 W or a long time of 30 min. These results reveal that the strengths
and strains of the PLA fibers are not affected by plasma treatment under the appropriate conditions,
namely, treatment at low power for short times.

Figure 2. Tensile stresses and strains of the plasma-treated PLA fibers.

3.1.2. CS-Coated PLA Fibers Prepared by the LBL Method

Figure 3 displays the tensile strengths and strains of the CS-coated PLA fibers based on P1,
which were chosen based on the results presented in Sections 3.1.1 and 3.2.1 (see below). The average
tensile strengths of samples C1–C5 were 346, 341, 328, 325, and 341 MPa, respectively, with C1
exhibiting the same tensile strength and strain as the original PLA fiber. The tensile strengths and
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strains of C2–C5 were almost identical to that of the original fiber, despite the different number
of coating layers. Therefore, all samples prepared by the LBL method have equivalent flexibility
comparable with that of the original PLA fiber, which confirms that the LBL method neither damages
the PLA fibers nor does it adversely affect their mechanical properties.

Figure 3. Tensile stresses and strains of the CS-coated PLA fibers based on P1.

3.2. Surface Characterization

3.2.1. Plasma-Treated PLA Fibers

SEM images of the plasma-treated PLA fibers (P1–P6) are displayed in Figure 4. P1 exhibited a
smooth surface similar to that of the original PLA fiber. The surfaces of the PLA fibers plasma-treated
for longer times were increasingly rough compared with that of P1, especially P6. The fiber diameters
of the P1–P5 samples were about 19 µm, while that of P6 was about 74 µm, a result of its partial melting
during plasma treatment, as previously discussed; this change in diameter resulted in a decrease in
tensile strength. We confirmed that the surfaces of the PLA fibers were damaged by plasma treatment
at high power for long times. Wan et al. [31] reported a similar behavior, in that the modifying depth
on PLA increased with increasing plasma treatment time. In addition, Ding et al. [12] reported that
the amount of coated-CS on PLA by plasma treatment did not change even for treatment durations
exceeding 1 min. Consequently, the plasma treatment conditions used to prepare the P1 fibers were
determined to be optimum for their further coating with CS; thus, all CS-coated PLA fibers were
prepared from P1.

Figure 4. SEM images of plasma-treated PLA fibers: (a) untreated PLA fiber; (b) P1; (c) P2; (d) P3;
(e) P4; (f) P5; and (g) P6 (magnification: 5000×, scale bar: 5 µm).
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3.2.2. CS-Coated PLA Fibers Prepared by the LBL Method

SEM images of the CS-coated PLA fibers are displayed in Figure 5. C1 exhibited a smooth
surface similar to that of the original (untreated) PLA fiber. The surfaces of the remaining fibers
became increasingly rough with increasing numbers of coating layers, especially C4 and C5. However,
the CS-coated fibers were confirmed to be uniformly coated with CS, as determined by the attachment
of each fiber, the presence of CS, and partial CS coatings on the PLA surfaces. In addition, the diameters
of the fibers were unchanged following CS coating, despite the PLA surfaces being coated with 30 layers
of CS and SA in the case of C5, which confirms that the CS and SA layers are very thin and uniform.

Figure 5. SEM images of CS-coated PLA fibers: (a) untreated PLA fiber; (b) C1; (c) C2; (d) C3; (e) C4;
and (f) C5 (magnification: 5000×, scale bar: 5 µm).

The nitrogen-to-carbon (N/C) ratios of the CS-coated PLA fibers were determined by XPS,
the results of which are displayed in Figure 6. The amount of CS coating on the PLA surface was
determined by measuring the nitrogen and carbon contents, as amide groups are present only in the
structure of CS and not in the PLA. The nitrogen content of the original PLA fiber was also determined
because a plasticizer is usually added during the preparation of PLA. However, the plasticizer content
does not influence other data because the PLA surface was determined to have an N/C ratio of only
0.005 and is covered by the CS layer. The C1 sample exhibited a higher N/C ratio compared to that
of the original PLA fiber. While the N/C ratios were higher in C2–C5 than C1, these samples all
exhibited similar N/C ratios. This observation reveals that the LBL method produces homogeneous
CS coatings, since XPS examines the top surface and the C2 sample already contains a homogeneous
CS layer. These results suggest that plasma treatment and the LBL method effectively coat the PLA
fibers with CS.

Figure 6. Nitrogen-to-carbon (N/C) ratios of the CS-coated PLA fibers determined by XPS.
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3.3. Nitrogen Analysis

Figure 7 shows the CS percentages calculated from the amount of nitrogen determined by the
Kjeldahl method. Since the original PLA fiber contains nitrogen, the CS amounts of the CS-coated PLA
fibers were calculated after the subtraction of this nitrogen content, and were determined to be 0.33%,
0.38%, 0.58%, 0.73%, and 1.08% for C1–C5, respectively. C1, with only one CS layer, displayed a larger
step in CS content than those of the other samples because C1 was formed by direct CS coating on
the plasma-treated PLA surface. These results suggest that plasma treatment facilitates the efficient
coating of the PLA surface by CS. The amount of CS was observed to increase proportionately with
the number of CS-coating layers; this also agrees with similar results for CS/Alginate multilayer films
obtained by Gabriela et al. [32]. In addition, C5 contained over 1.0 wt% CS.

Figure 7. Amount of CS, calculated from the Kjeldahl-determined amount of nitrogen, as a function of
the number of CS layers.

Table 2 lists the thicknesses of the CS layers calculated from the Kjeldahl-determined data.
The coating thicknesses of C1–C5 were found to be 31.5, 35.9, 55.8, 69.7 and 103.7 nm, respectively.
Clearly, the CS and SA layers are very thin and uniform, and do not affect the tensile properties of the
fibers; all samples exhibit similar morphologies by SEM. These results confirm that the LBL method
improves the amount of CS on the fibers.

3.4. Degradation Testing

Figures 8–10 display the rates of weight change, SEM images, and tensile strengths, respectively,
of P1, P3, C3, and C5. Figures 8 and 9 reveal that all degraded samples exhibited at least 95% of
their original weights and retained their shapes after five months of immersion in PBS solution.
The observed decreases in weight indicate that the PLA samples become hydrolyzed in PBS over time.
No samples could be retrieved from the PBS solution when immersed for longer than six months
because the PLA fibers had collapsed by hydrolysis. The CS-coated fibers appeared to be slightly more
stable than the uncoated plasma-treated fibers, because the polyelectrolyte layers of CS and SA had
low solubility. However, the difference in stability was not significant; thus, it was concluded that the
degradability of the fiber coated with CS and SA was maintained.
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Figure 8. Rates of weight change of various fibers in PBS.

Figure 9. SEM images of PLA fibers: (a) P1; (b) P3; (c) C3; and (d) C5 before degradation testing;
and (e) P1; (f) P3; (g) C3; and (h) C5 after six months in PBS (magnification: 5000×, scale bar: 5 µm).

The SEM images reveal that the PLA surfaces, as well as the fiber diameters, changed little after
six months of immersion in PBS solution. We suggest that the observed weight losses are due to
internal fiber hydrolysis. The tensile strengths of the degraded samples at three and four months were
90% and 80% of those of the original PLA fiber, respectively. The rates of weight change of the samples
decreased enormously over five months, and the samples degraded for six months were too weak to
subject to tensile testing; however, their surface morphologies did not change as extensively as their
tensile properties. We suggest that the PLA molecules reduce their molecular weights by hydrolysis.
Moreover, the degradation behavior of all samples was similar. The existence or not of a coating on the
PLA fiber did not appear to influence the degradation of the fiber, which is ascribable to the extremely
thin coating, as evidenced by nitrogen analysis and SEM. These results confirm that these PLA fibers
are resistant to PBS for four months and degrade over long times.
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Figure 10. Tensile properties of the degraded samples.

4. Conclusions

Novel CS-coated PLA fibers were prepared by plasma treatment and the LBL method. SEM,
tensile testing, and XPS reveal that plasma treatment facilitates the damage-free and effective coating
of PLA with CS. In particular, PLA fibers treated with plasma at 100 W for 60 s exhibit almost
identical properties to those of the original PLA fibers. Nitrogen analysis revealed that the LBL
method effectively increased the amount of coated CS; moreover, the mechanical strengths of the
obtained fibers were maintained following coating with CS. These PLA fibers were resistant to PBS
for four months during degradation testing. In addition, these samples exhibited similar degradation
behavior; PLA hydrolysis was unaffected by the presence or absence of the extremely thin ionic
polymer. The presence of CS on PLA fiber is expected to improve the surface property of the fiber,
owing to the antibacterial and wound-healing abilities of CS. Therefore, these CS-coated PLA fibers
are suitable for use in biomaterials applications as suture threads.
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