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Abstract: A patient's body accepting a bone implant depends not only on the biomaterial used, but 
also on its surface, which allows it to properly interact with bone cells. Therefore, research has focused 
on improving the bioactive and tribological properties of titanium and its alloys. Commercially 
pure titanium (cp-Ti) is widely used as a biomedical material. However, it is characterized by 
unsuitable tribological properties. In this work, yttria-stabilized zirconia (YSZ) was deposited on a 
cp-Ti substrate via plasma spray-physical vapor deposition (PS-PVD). The structural characteristics 
were determined using X-ray analysis (XRD). Additionally, the lattice parameters of each phase 
were determined using Rietveld's method. High-resolution scanning microscopy (HR-SEM) showed 
a typical column structure of coatings that can be used with PS-PVD. Depending on the process 
parameters, the coatings differed in thickness in the range of 2.4-9.0 pm. The surface roughness 
also varied. The samples were subjected to nano-indenter testing. A slight change in hardness after 
deposition of the coating was observed, in addition to a significant decrease in the Young's modulus. 
The Young's modulus in relation to the metallic substrate was reduced to 58 or 78 GPa depending on 
the parameters of the spray-coating process.
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1. Introduction

Nowadays, the most popular materials used for implants, such as dental and limb 
implants, hip joints, stents, or surgery tools, are metal alloys, such as stainless steel (316L), 
titanium alloys (Ti4Al6V), and cobalt-chromium alloys (CoCrMo) [1]. The implant ma
terials should be characterized not only by high biocompatibility but also by mechanical 
properties similar to the properties of human bone (Young's modulus ~30 GPa), in addition 
to excellent corrosion resistance [2]. Moreover, materials may contain toxic elements, such 
as V, Co, and Al, which can lead to many diseases [3]. Commercially pure titanium (cp-Ti, 
grade 2) seems to be a good candidate material for use in medical applications. Ti has 
high biocompatibility and corrosion resistance in human body fluids. Furthermore, pure Ti 
exhibits a lower elastic modulus (~105 GPa) than Ti4Al6V (~125 GPa) [4,5].

Despite these advantages, titanium has poor tribological properties, such as a high 
coefficient of friction, low harnesses, and poor abrasive wear resistance, compared with 
Ti alloys [6,7]. One of the methods to improve the tribological and osteocompatibility
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properties of Ti is modification of the implant surface by coatings. The modification not 
only improves tribological properties but also create a bioactive area. Creation of adequate 
roughness on the surface of a titanium implant and supporting it with bioactive elements 
is an effective way to improve osseointegration between bone and implant [8-10], leading 
to higher osteoblast adhesion and better integration of the tissue with the implant. In most 
cases, the bioactive coating materials used include hydroxyapatite (HAp) [11], Al2O3 [12], 
ZrO2 [13], or composites layers TiO2/TiN [14,15]. In particular, as shown by Kure-Chu 
et al., a thin TiO2/TiN nanolayer enhances wear resistance [16], while ZrO2 and Al2O3 
are bioinert ceramics [17]. Moreover, zirconium dioxide has highly stable dimensional 
and chemical properties, suitable hardness, and relatively low wear. Therefore, it is an 
attractive material for medicine. ZrO2 occurs in three allotropic forms stable at different 
temperatures: cubic, monoclinic, and tetragonal [18]. To stabilize the tetragonal phase 
at room temperature, additives, such as yttrium oxide (Y2O3), cerium oxide (CeO2), or 
magnesium oxide (MgO), are used [19]. In recent years, zirconium oxide stabilized with 
yttrium has been applied as dental implants and fillings, hips (total hip replacement), 
and femoral heads [20,21]. Many in vitro investigations have shown that YSZ coating 
causes better osseointegration. In vivo tests have shown that metal oxides are not cytotoxic, 
mutagenic, or carcinogenic [22]. Moreover, zirconium dioxide can be antibacterial against 
E. coli [18,23,24].

Nowadays, scientists use different methods to produce coatings, depending on chang
ing chemical or physical parameters [25]. For example, micro-arc oxidation (MAO) is 
used for nonferrous materials. In this method, coatings are obtained through a chemical 
reaction initiated by an electric potential (higher than standard anodic oxidation) [26]. 
Other methods are the sol-gel method based on colloidal solutions [27], electrophoretic 
deposition involving colloidal solution, ceramic powder included in solution deposited on 
a substrate by an electric current [28], or physical techniques, such as physical vapor depo
sition (PVD) and atmospheric plasma spray (APS) [29]. One of the new promising methods 
of ceramic layer formation is plasma spray-physical vapor deposition (PS-PVD) [10]. PS- 
PVD technology, based on the conventional low-pressure plasma spray (LPPS) method, 
enables controlling the thickness and structure of ceramic coatings deposited on different 
materials [30]. One classic PVD technique is air plasma spray, where a powder is subjected 
to a high-temperature plasma flame, it is accelerated by plasma clouds, and then the melted 
powder is sprayed on a relatively cold substrate using a plasma jet, where crystallization 
occurs [31].

The currently promising and alternative methods to APS are plasma spray-physical 
vapor deposition (PS-PVD) and very-low-pressure plasma spraying (LPPS) [32]. These 
methods involve spraying and depositing melted or partly melted particles of powder on a 
metal substrate. The produced coatings have characteristically different microstructures. 
They are dense or columnar, depending on the process parameters used. Plasma spray
physical vapor deposition allows a wider spraying area compared with APS [33,34]. From 
a medical point of view, it is important for coatings to be characterized by the same phase 
composition, thickness, and surface roughness throughout the entire spray area. Therefore, 
in this paper, the PS-PVD technique was applied for Ti surface modification.

The main focus of this work, the YSZ coating, was deposited on a titanium substrate 
(cp-Ti, grade 2) using the PS-PVD method. The deposited coatings were extensively 
researched in terms of morphology, structure, corrosion resistance, and cell viability tests. 
The research material under study is expected to have potential medical applications, such 
as implants.

2. Materials and Methods

Plasma spray-physical vapor deposition (PS-PVD)—Commercially pure titanium 
rods (0 9 mm) were used as a substrate. The chemical composition of cp-Ti is shown in 
Table 1. The substrate was cleaned and de-greased by isopropanol alcohol and distilled 
water before deposition. For the coating, commercially available yttria-stabilized zirconia 



Coatings 2021, 11, 1348 3 of 16

powder (7.5Y2O3-ZrO2, Metco 6700, Oerlikon, Pfaffikon, Switzerland) was used. Plasma 
spray-physical vapor deposition (PS-PVD) was used for the production of coatings. The 
experiment was performed using a 03CP-type plasma gun and a 60CD powder feeder. 
Constant process parameters were applied, such as plasma gases (He = 60/Ar = 35 normal 
liters per minute (NLPM)), power current 2400 A, sample rotation 20 rpm, and chamber 
pressure 150 Pa, based on previous research [35]. Two different deposition times of 50 and 
200 s were used for each sample (Table 2).

Table 1. Chemical composition of cp-Ti used as substrate—at%.

Ti (%) Fe (%) C (%) O (%) H (%) N (%)

Balance 0.3 0.08 0.25 0.015 0.03

Table 2. Deposition parameters of YSZ ceramic powder.

Sample
Marks

Chamber
Pressure (Pa)

Power
Current (A)

Sample Rotation
Speed (RPM)

Ar/He Plasma Gasses 
Flow (NLPM)

Powder Feed
Rate (g/min)

Deposition
Time (s)

Ti_10_100 50
Ti 10 400 150 2400 20 35/60 10 200

Next, rods with YSZ coatings were cut into slices of 5 mm thickness The deposi
tion process obtained two representative samples, Ti_10_100 and Ti_10_400, which were 
subjected to extensive material testing.

Characterization of ceramic coatings—Quantitative and qualitative X-ray analysis 
was carried out using a Philips X'Pert PW 3040/60 diffractometer (PANalytical, Almelo, 
The Netherlands), with used CuKa radiation (A = 1.54178 A), voltage 40 kV, and current 
30 mA. The measurement was carried out at a range of angles from 10^ 20 to 140^ 20, 
with step scanning at 0.04 steps. The ICCD Card PDF 4 database was used to analyze 
the resulting diffractograms. Structural analyses of the obtained coatings were performed 
using Rietveld's method.

To observe the cross sections, columnar structures, and surfaces of the obtained 
coatings, a JEOL JMS-7100F TTL LV high-resolution scanning microscope (JEOL, Tokyo, 
Japan) with an accelerating voltage of 15 kV was used. The cross-sectional and top views of 
samples were characterized. An EDS detector was used to determine the maps of element 
distribution. HR-SEM EDS analysis was carried out to observe the cross sections of the 
obtained coatings. To determine the linear dispersion of energy and the map of energy 
dispersion, a JEOL 6480 JSM 6480 scanning microscope (JEOL, Tokyo, Japan) with an 
accelerating voltage of 20 kV was used, with standard EDS equipment for linear chemical 
analysis of the cross sections of the samples.

A JEOL JSM 6480 (JEOL, Tokyo, Japan) scanning electron microscope (SEM) with an 
accelerating voltage of 20 kV was used to observe images of surfaces and the morphology 
of obtained coatings after corrosion resistance measurements. EDS analysis was completed 
of the top view of the obtained coatings in 15 different areas.

Electrochemical measurements were carried out using a Metrohm/Eco Chemie Aut- 
loab PGSTAT30 Potentiostat/Galvanostat Electrochemical System (Metrohm Middle East 
FZC, Sharjah, UAE). A three-electrode electrochemical cell was used where the material 
under study was the working electrode (WE), the Pt mesh was used as a counter electrode 
(CE), and the saturated calomel electrode (SCE) with a Luggin capillary was the reference 
electrode (RE). The in vitro corrosion resistance of the tested materials was investigated in 
Ringer's solution (Table 3) deaerated with argon (Ar, 99.999%) at 37 ◦C. The open circuit 
potential (EOC) and potentiodynamics polarization methods were applied. The EOC 
was registered until a stable potential value was found. Anodic polarization curves were 
registered potentiodynamically at a sweep rate of v = 4 mV s-1 in the potential range from 
EOC 150 mVto 9 Vvs. SCE.
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Table 3. Composition of Ringer solution used for corrosion test.

Composition of Ringer Solution (g/L) Electrolytic Concentration (mmol/L)

NaCl
8.6

KCl
0.3

CaCl2H2O
0.33

Na Cl
147 156

K Ca
4 2.2

The roughness profile of the obtained coatings was determined by a Mitutoyo SURFTEST 
SJ-500 profilometer (Mitutoyo, Tokyo, Japan) to determinate changes in roughness. The 
following parameters of the raw profile were analyzed: arithmetic mean deviation (RA), 
maximum peak height (RP), maximum height (RZ), and maximum valley depth (RV). 
Five measurements were made for each sample, with a working distance of 2 cm for each 
sample.

Topography measurements and roughness cross-sections of the obtained coatings 
were characterized with a Hysitron TI 950 nano-indenter (Hysitron, Eden Prairie, MN, 
USA) on 40 pm x 40 pm areas. The experiments were carried out with a Bregovic tip at a 
load of 500 pN.

Surface observations of the obtained coatings were made by an Olympus LEXT OLS- 
4000 confocal scanning microscope (Olympus Corp., Tokyo, Japan) with a wavelength of 
405 nm. Observations were made at a magnification of x 20. Three-dimensional pictures 
were prepared using the free software Gwyddion 2.51.

A viability assay was carried out using human fibroblasts. Fibroblasts were seeded on 
investigated surfaces at a density of 50 x 103/cm2 for 24 h before viability examination and 
cultured under strictly controlled conditions: 5% CO2 and temperature 37 ◦ C. For staining, 
the cell cultures were incubated for 10 min (RT) with the fluorescent dyes fluorescein 
diacetate (FDA) and ethidium bromide (EB) at concentrations provided by the producers. 
After washing with phosphate-buffered saline (PBS), the samples were mounted in glass 
chambers and then visualized with a Leica DMI6000B fluorescence microscope equipped 
with a DFC360FX CCD camera (Leica, Wetzlar, Germany).

3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Surfaces and Cross-Section Properties of Coatings

HR-SEM showed a characteristic columnar structure (Figure 1a,b). The microstruc
tures of the obtained columns were different. In Ti_10_400, the coatings had many 
gaps between single columns, but no microcracks, crumbing, and delamination. Thus, 
each embedded coating was tight, homogeneous, and consistent. However, the thinner 
coating (Ti_10_100) was more compact with a smaller number of pores. As shown by 
Zhang et al. [32], higher porosity is associated with the occurrence of a quasi-columnar 
coating structure. The spaces between columns are typical for the method used. Accord
ing to Gao et al. [36], during powder injection into a plasma stream, powder particles 
easily melt and, at the same time, are accelerated by plasma clouds. The powder turns 
into drops striking the substrate. Due to the high acceleration, the drops spatter to form 
nuclear centers. Most likely, the drops of sprayed material do not hit the same place on the 
substrate, creating spaces. These spaces can also be internal pores. As the spraying time 
increases, the number of spaces increases with an increase in the columns. This theory is 
consistent with the process parameters used in the present work. Clearly, there are changes 
in the number of repetitive spaces between the columns with an increase in the SWAP 
parameter (representing the cycle of the burner movement over the sample during the 
PS-PVD process over the sample, which enables the conversion to the deposition time). In 
addition, the SWAP parameter significantly affects the thickness of the obtained coating.
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Figure 1. Characteristic columnar structure observed by high-resolution SEM. Scale bar = 1 pm; 
(a) Ti_10_100; (b) Ti_10_400.

During PS-PVD, coating formation depends on not only the pressure, the time of 
spraying, and the speed of the powder feed, but also on the temperature of the substrate 
itself and the distance from the plasma gun. The spraying process of YSZ columns with 
different thicknesses and microstructures with different PS-PVD process parameters is 
presented in [37]. The authors also showed the randomness of crystal orientation in the 
columns. Figure 1 shows more unmelted particles in Ti_10_400 in the inside columns than 
Ti_10_100 coatings. Figure 2 shows top-view images of the coatings on Ti_10_100 and 
Ti_10_400. HR-SEM showed that both deposited coatings had different surface roughness. 
This feature has a beneficial effect on bone tissue adhesion because the contact surface 
between bone tissue and implant increases [38].

Figure 2. Top-view HR-SEM images for obtained coatings. Scale bar = 1 pm; (a) Ti_10_100; 
(b) Ti_10_400.

Moreover, the surface of the samples showed many pores and unmelted particles, 
which further differentiated the surface. As Tang et al. [39] showed, the formation of an 
already porous coating significantly improves the binding of bone tissue. Ti_10_100 ap
peared to have fewer unmelted molecules on the surface than Ti_10_400, which minimizes 
the risk of detaching unmerged particles during potential medical applications. The finding 
is consistent with the above cross-section coating tests. The surface of the samples showed 
many pores and unmelted particles, and they also look like ”cauliflower ” structures.

Images were taken at a magnification of x 20,000 (Figure 3). Significant differences 
in the size of individual columns were observed. Clearly, larger single "cauliflowers" 
were seen in Ti_10_400. In Ti_10_100, individual spaces between separate columns were 
observed only at higher magnification. In addition, we noted the presence of the so-called 
surface splats on the surface of Ti_10_100. In both samples, we observed the conical 
structure of the columns.
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Figure 3. Top-view HR-SEM images for obtained coatings (a) Ti_10_100, (b) Ti_10_400. Scale 
bar = 1 pm.

Surface irregularities can be explained in two ways. The first possibility is that 
unmelted particles inside the column structure are the effect of irregularities [36]. The 
second possibility is shading. The substrate has a certain roughness, and accelerated 
particles settle at a certain angle and have no possibility of movement; therefore, the 
unevenness of the substrate cannot be smoothed out [40]. A similar surface from YSZ 
using PS-PVD is presented in [41-43]. Differentiation of the surface was also visible on 
images obtained by a confocal microscope (Figure 4). In Ti_10_400, the domed tips of 
individual columns were clearly observable, which, as previously mentioned, is related to 
the occurrence of a quasi-columnar coating structure. Moreover, the domed columns tips 
were evenly distributed on the surface of the substrate, although the surface was rounded 
(cp-Ti has the shape of a cylinder). However, Ti_10_100 clearly showed fewer dome tips, 
which significantly affected the surface roughness.

Figure 4. Confocal microscopy images of coating surfaces.

Analysis by an EDS detector was used to investigate the chemical composition at the 
top of the deposited coatings. The chemical analysis reported the presence of Zr, Y, Ti, and 
O. The investigation did not display undesirable elements.

X-ray analysis (Figure 5) revealed the presence of phases of coatings: Zr0.935Y0.065O1.968, 
TiO, and a-Ti phases. The highest peak for Zr0.935Y0.065Oi.968 was detected for the thickest 
sample, Ti_10_400. For a thicker coating (Ti_10_400), the TiO phase was absent, presum
ably because the XRD beam did not reach the interface and could not be detected. We 
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observed a decrease in the TiO phase with an increase in sample thickness. Most likely, 
the discussed phase comes from the oxidized substrate. Importantly, despite the high 
temperature of PS-PVD, yttrium-stabilized zirconium oxide powder does not change into 
another phase, which means that the initial powder used in the coating process does not 
affect the phase composition. Table 4 shows the lattice parameters for each phase calculated 
using Rietveld's method.

Table 4. Summary of changes in individual phases of the lattice parameter of deposited coatings.

* International Centre for Diffraction Data®, ** YSZ = Zr0.935Y0.065O1.968.

Phase
Unit Cell Parameters (nm) Type of 

ChangesParameter ICCD* Ti 10 100 Ti 10 400

YSZ **
a0 0.36060 0.36210 ± 3 0.36225 ± 3
c0 0.51800 0.51701 ± 6 0.51664 ± 8

a-Ti
a0 0.29505 0.29638 ± 5 0.29641 ± 5 ss:
c0 0.46826 0.47792 ± 7 0.47800 ± 5

TiO a0 0.41770 0.42969 ± 5 —

Generally, all parameters of Zr0.935Y0.065O1.968 (YSZ) and a-Ti phases changed slightly 
depending on the process parameters used. In the Zr0.935Y0.065O1.968 phase, the lattice 
parameter a0 increased, while c0 decreased compared with ICCD data. However, the 
parameters for both coatings did not differ significantly from each other. In the case of the 
a-Ti phase, a significant increase in lattice parameters was observed compared with ICCD 
data. However, both coatings showed similar values. Most likely, PS-PVD has a modest 
effect on the deformation of the elementary cell. Using HR-SEM with an EDS detector, the 
cross-sections of both samples were observed, and distribution maps of elements made 
(Figure 6). In both samples, chemical analysis showed the presence of elements such as 
Ti, which is included in the substrate, and Zr and Y, corresponding to the coatings. The 
maps indicated that between Ti and Zr is a diffusion area, which is most beneficial from a 
medical point of view, because the coating is more strongly associated with the substrate, 
which reduces the risk of coating delamination or damage.
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Figure 6. Distributions of map elements for deposited coatings. Scale bar = 1 pm.

Linear chemical analysis of the cross-sections of the samples (Figure 7) clearly showed 
changes in the content of individual elements in the samples. The lines of individual 
elements intersected at the coating-substrate boundary, suggesting that diffusion of the 
coating material into the substrate occurred.

Figure 7. Linear analysis of the distribution of elements for obtained coatings. Scale bar = 1 
pm; (a) Ti_10_100; (b) Ti_10_400.

3.2. Mechanical Properties of Deposited Coatings

Measurements of the coating surface roughness showed that the RA of individual 
coatings significantly differed, as clearly illustrated by the graphs obtained from the pro
filometer for each deposited coating (Figures 8 and 9). The average value of roughness was 
0.25 and 0.90 for Ti_10_100 and Ti_10_400, respectively. The graphs show a slight wave. 
However, this may be related to single columns that are visible on microscopic images. The 
other parameters also showed lower values for the thinner coating (Ti_10_100). The rough
ness parameters are summarized in Table 5. A slight increase in surface roughness allows 
better osseointegration. As reported by Dohan Ehrenfest et al. [44], increased roughness 
allows the surface energy to increase, which affects the absorption of proteins, as well as 
bone cell migration and proliferation, and, consequently, osseointegration improvement. 
As is known, the literature on the subject distinguishes micro- and nano-scales of surface 
roughness. Each of them is associated with a different ability for osseointegration. The 
obtained roughness values equal to 0.25 and 0.90 pm, respectively, for Ti_10_100 and 
Ti_10_400 are classified as nano-roughness [45]. Changing the PS-PVD parameters allows 
for better control of the roughness of the obtained coatings. Table 4 lists the average 
thickness of the coatings. The average thickness of the coatings was 2.4 and 9.0 pm for 
Ti_10_100 and Ti_10_400, respectively, which confirms previous assumptions about their 
different thicknesses.
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Table 5. Comparisons of thickness and roughness of deposited coatings.

Sample
Average

Thickness
(pm)

RA (pm) RP (pm) RZ (pm) RV (pm)

Ti_10_100 2.9±1 0.25±1 1.5±2 2.6±1 1.1 ± 1
Ti 10 400 9.0±1 0.90±6 4.1 ± 4 7.8±8 3.7±4

RA —arithmetic mean deviation of the raw profile; RP —maximum peak height of the raw profile; RZ —maximum 
height of the raw profile; RV —maximum valley depth of the raw profile.
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The hardness and Young's modulus measured by nano-indentation for both the 
coating and the metallic substrate are summarized in Table 6. The exact measurement 
points are shown in Figure 10, and the image was obtained by an atomic force microscope 
(AFM).

Coatings Substrate

Table 6. Young's modulus and hardness of ceramic coatings and metal substrate.

Sample Young's Modulus 
(GPa)

Hardness
(GPa)

Young's Modulus 
(GPa)

Hardness
(GP)

Ti_10_100 78 ± 14 5±1 129 ± 3 5±2
Ti 10 400 58 ± 7 4±1 153 ± 4 13 ± 1
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Figure 10. AFM image showing individual nano-indentation measurements.

In Ti_10_100, there was no significant change in the hardness for both the substrate 
and the coating; the hardness for both was 5 GPa. In contrast, Ti_10_400 showed a decrease 
in hardness from 13 to 5 GPa. In the case of the Ti_10_400 coating, the visible decrease 
in hardness may be related to the column structure of the coating itself, which obtains 
less-dense coatings. Hence, there is a high probability of hitting the indent during the 
measurement into the pores instead of the YSZ material. Young's modulus significantly 
decreased to 78 and 58 GPa for Ti_10_100 and Ti_10_400, respectively. Shao et al. [46] 
reported that hardness and Young's modulus of coatings vary depending on the PS-PVD 
parameters used, such as distance and spraying time. However, Shao et al. [47] also 
showed changes in the discussed parameters, depending on the tested coating location 
(top, bottom, or middle). In summary, the changes introduced in the PS-PVD process 
significantly affect coating properties, so future studies should focus on this aspect. From 
the medical application point of view, the Young's modulus of the studied materials 
decreases. Generally, to preve9nt bone stiffening and the bone-shielding effect and to avoid 
damage to implants, it is necessary to design implants whose stiffness module, among 
other things, is as close to the human bone module as possible [5,48].

3.3. Corrosion Test

In the in vitro studies, the EOC measurements were carried out until the ionic-electron 
equilibrium related to the formation of the double electrical layer at the electrolyte-sample 
surface interface was stabilized. The registered values of the EOC for tested materials 
are summarized in Table 7. Based on the registered polarization curves, log j = f (E), the 
Tafel extrapolation method was applied to determine the corrosion resistance parame
ters. The results of the Tafel extrapolation are summarized in Table 6. The value of Ecor 
shifted towards noble potentials, indicating slightly better corrosion resistance for sample 
Ti_10_400. The determined values of corrosion current density and corrosion rate (CR) 
are characteristic for materials with very high corrosion resistance (Table 7). Moreover, 
the CR of 0.001 mm/yr and lower indicates the high resistance to pitting corrosion of the 
investigated material in Ringer 's solution at 37 ◦C.

Table 7. Summary of the corrosion resistance parameters.

Sample
EOC vs. SCE 

(V)
Ecor vs SCE 

(V)
Jcorr (A/cm2 ) CR at Ecor 

(mm/yr)
Epb vs. SCE

(V)

Ti_10_100 -0.211 -0.232 9.6560 9 5.40-10--6 -*
Ti 10 400 0.011 -0,099 1.07-10-8 5.9740-5 6.5

* Ebd was not registered during the corrosion test.

The potentiodynamic curves registered for the studied electrodes in Ringer 's solution 
at 37 ◦ C are typical for self-passivating materials (Figure 11). One can observe the lack of 



Coatings 2021, 11, 1348 12 of 16

a rapid increase in the value of current densities on an anodic branch registered for the 
sample Ti_10_100 in the potential window up to 9 V vs. SEC. The break-down potential 
(Ebd) cannot be distinguished, which suggests no coating damage during the test. The 
slight increase in current density around 3 V vs. SCE might be connected with oxidation of 
the nonstoichiometric oxides during increasing potential values.

Figure 11. Anodic polarization curves for the Ti_10_100 and Ti_10_400 electrodes in Ringer 's solution 
at 37 ◦C.

On the potentiodynamic curve registered for the sample Ti_10_400, there is a passive 
range of 1-1.5 V vs. SCE. In addition, a sharp increase in the current density around 
1.5 V vs. SCE, which may indicate surface dissolution, can be observed. For more anodic 
potential values, the creation and dissolution of the layer occur simultaneously. In the 
range of potentials from 2.4 to 6 V vs. SCE, a broad plateau related to the transpassivation 
process can be observed. The break-down potential, which indicates initiation of pitting 
corrosion, of the oxide layer on the tested electrode surface is observed around 6 V vs. 
SCE. Above this value, the anodic dissolution of the transpassive layer occurs. It should 
be added that the break-down potential observed for titanium and its common implant 
alloys in a biological milieu stands at around 0.5-4.5 V [49,50]. By comparing obtained 
results with the literature data, it can be concluded that the studied materials could have a 
potential application in medicine.

Destruction of the coating is illustrated in the image in Figure 12. The coating of 
Ti_10_400 was delaminated by penetration of Ringer's solution. The coating crumbled 
with sharp edges. However, in places where the coating did not fall off, microcracks were 
observed along column domes. In addition, the corrosive electrolyte penetrated deeply 
under the coating, causing it to swell. The thinner coating (Ti_10_100), at lower magnifi
cations, did not show any influence of an aggressive environment on its microstructure. 
Only many inequalities, empty porous places, and splats were observed. However, at a 
magnification over X1000, we saw single pores resembling the shape of an oval in the 
image, which showed the pitting corrosion effect [51]. The size of pitting was about 10 pm. 
The pits were uneven and torn on the sides, which indicated gradual destruction of the 
coating by the aggressive Ringer's solution. Furthermore, there was no delamination of 
the coating around the pitting. Microscopic examination also did not show inter-column
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microcracks as in the case of Ti_10_400. These corrosion test results clearly suggest that a 
thinner coating (Ti_10_100) seems better for biomedical applications.

Ti_10_100 Ji 10 400

Figure 12. SEM micrograph of coating surfaces after corrosion resistance measurements.

3.4. Viability Test

Figure 13 shows the bone cell culture scattered on zirconium-oxide-deposited surfaces, 
with cp-Ti as a control sample. The green color of the fibroblasts indicates living cells, while 
the red color indicates dead cells [52]. Due to the cylindrical shape of the samples, the 
microscopic image was sharp only in a certain fragment. Nevertheless, good fibroblast 
viability (about 98%) was observed in Ti_10_100 compared with the control sample. The 
shape of the cells was satisfactory, although it should be more flattened. Single dead cells 
were observed in some places on the test surface. Fibroblasts have the ability to adhere 
evenly over the entire coating surface. Interestingly, similar results of fibroblast prolifer
ation on the ZrO2 surface were obtained in [53]. The opposite behavior was observed in 
Ti_10_400, where proliferation was lower compared with Ti_10_100. Moreover, Ti_10_400 
showed an unacceptable level of fibroblast viability and a significant number of dead cells. 
Cells appeared to be larger compared to Ti_10_100; however, they were neither flattened 
nor cylindrical. No cell agglomeration was observed on the examined surfaces. However, 
the Ti_10_100 coating showed better cell viability, much lower cytotoxicity, and a better 
shape of individual cells. In conclusion, the Ti_10_400 coating is not suitable for use as an 
implant surface due to the high risk of inflammation and/or implant rejection.
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Figure 13. Micrograph of cell culture on the surfaces of deposited coatings; scale bar = 250 pm.

4. Conclusions

The conducted research results indicate that PS-PVD allows one to obtain compact, 
homogeneous, characteristic, columnar yttrium-stabilized zirconium oxide coatings on 
a metallic cp-Ti substrate suitable for medical applications. Using variable parameters 
of the PS-PVD process significantly affects the structure and properties of the deposited 
coatings. The above experiment shows that by only changing the deposition time, different 
surface properties were obtained, such as surface development (topography, roughness) 
and thickness. At the same time, it was shown that spraying the coating does not cause 
significant structural changes and does not introduce contaminants into the material. The 
above research allow us to state that the deposited coatings do not show microcracks 
and delamination and do not crumble. However, unmelted particles were present during 
PS-PVD inside and on the surface, and the amount of unmelted particles depends on the 
process parameters used. In addition, it was proven that the deposited coatings slightly 
changed the hardness value of the material, although they significantly reduced the Young's 
modulus. It has been found that Ti_10_100 is a good material for use in an environment of 
aggressive body fluids. In contrast, Ti_10_400 has poor bone cell viability and less adhesion. 
The cells are mostly round. The Ti_10_100 samples has good adhesion and distribution, 
and the cell viability is comparable to the control sample. Importantly, it was indicated that 
the Ti_10_100 coating could be used as potential bone implants. Further work should focus 
on the development of optimal thickness and roughness and the continuous reduction of 
Young's modulus to improve osseointegration and bioactivity and reduce the risk of bone 
stiffness.
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