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Abstract: Materials used in biomedicine for purposes of long-time stay inside the body presents
diverse sort of problems like cytotoxicity, wear, biocompatibility, and ion liberation along time. This
paper presents the characterization of corrosion-wear combined phenomena on Nb2O5, TiO2, and
Nb2O5 + TiO2 coatings with future applications as biomaterials. After the films’ production process
using magnetron sputtering technique, they were characterized through an optic, scanning electron,
and atomic force microscopy to evaluate their morphology, structure, and surface damage suffered by
the synergy between wear and corrosion phenomena. The life in service of the implant was evaluated
in terms of the coating behavior against inside body conditions like charge, wear, and electrochemical
degradation. This test was made with electrochemical measurements in simulated biological fluid
combined with the wear characterization implementing a potentiostat and a tribometer in a linear
wear configuration with a bone pin. As a result, the different electrochemical responses of the films
were evidenced by polarization curves and equivalent circuits of the systems. The coefficient of
friction and surface degradation were also obtained and evaluated. Comparing the properties of the
systems, we conclude that TiO2 coatings have better behavior in terms of the wear-corrosion synergy
phenomena while the systems with Nb present pitting corrosion.

Keywords: tribology; corrosion; biomaterials; surface modification

1. Introduction

One of the most used alloys in implants is Ti6Al4V due to its excellent mechanical and
biocompatibility properties, however, recent studies have demonstrated that ions liberation
of elements like Al, Ni, Fe, V, and Co could affect cells and generate adverse biological
factors that deteriorate the cell’s metabolism at long term, thus causing cells death [1,2].
According to this, studies of alloys based on niobium and titanium have turned of high im-
portance as biomaterials components in recent years. Different studies have demonstrated
that the addition of these elements as biomaterials enhances properties as Young modulus,
ductility, fatigue strength, high hardness, and better corrosion resistance [3–6]. Neverthe-
less, the acquisition and production of these materials are quite expensive, and in Third
World countries, the coverage of all the population is almost impossible due to the reduced
funds [2]. Physical vapor deposition (PVD) process can enhance the features of a material as
the durability, costs, and effectiveness; thus, it is important to take into account the process
costs against the fabrication of an original uncoated piece. Some aspects regarding the
advantages of PVD process are the price of the entire equipment, the yield and confidence
of the system, capacity of production by hour, labor force and public services, frequency
of preventive maintenance, useful life of equipment among others like dimensions of the
piece to coat and increase service life of the coated part [7]. Additionally, PVD technology
is more ecological in comparison with traditional electroplating [8]. Latchford stablish
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that a yield of 1000 discs of data storage coated per hour with coatings ranging from 1 to
200 nm can be achieved by an approximate cost of 30 cents per part [7]. As stablished by
Ibrahim et al. PVD coatings have been studied by several researchers in the biomedical
application field. This sort of technique offers high purity, high density in the coatings,
excellent adhesion strength with the substrate, and smooth surfaces with roughness in the
range of the nanometers [9]. Because of that, it is attractive to develop low-cost materials
with a similar or better response inside the human body.

As a short-term solution, AISI 316LVM stainless steel presents interesting mechanical
properties and a is a low-cost material, however, in terms of electrochemical phenomena
acting on its surface, it produces, at medium term, corrosive processes, ions liberation,
pitting, and degradation among others causing inflammatory processes and adverse re-
actions like tissues necrosis, cytotoxicity, and damage inside the human body [10–12].
Coating traditional materials is a standard engineering process that establishes a low-cost
solution covering the mandatory regulations in the field. Coatings of Nb2O5 and TiO2 have
been widely investigated as biomaterials and have presented excellent results due to the
generation of good adhesion with different kind of hard and soft tissue cells as well as high
bioactivity [2,13]. Applying this coating by sol–gel or magnetron sputtering techniques
plays an essential role in the evaluation of the osseointegration with bone cells, cytotoxicity,
cells surface growth process, and antibacterial properties [14–16]. A considerable amount
of literature has been published on this kind of coating; however, these studies have not
reported an important number of studies concerning the synergy between wear and corro-
sion that are the leading cause of the degradation in implanted materials. This study aims
to investigate the simultaneous phenomena of wear and corrosion that affects the Nb2O5,
TiO2, and Nb2O5 + TiO2 coatings surface.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Thin Films Deposition

The TiO2, Nb2O5, and Nb-Ti-O thin films were deposited with non-reactive and
reactive magnetron sputtering on AISI 316LVM steel substrates using an AJA-ATC 1800
system (AJA International INC, 809 Country Way, N Scituate, MA 02066, USA) with a base
pressure of 10−7 Pa. Prior the deposition of the films, the stainless-steel substrates were
polished through a series of abrasive paper of different grades. Finally, 0.3 µm alumina
particles in suspension were used to reach mirror-like aspect. Figure 1 shows an AFM
(atomic force microscopy) image of the surface after the preparation process, with an
average surface roughness of 500 nm. Subsequently, the substrates were cleaned with
isopropanol and acetone before introducing them to the reaction chamber [17,18]. The
Nb2O5 films were grown in a reactive configuration applying a RF (radio frequency) power
of 200 W to the Nb target (AJA International-USA 99.95% pure and 2 in diameter) at gas
mixtures of Ar:O2 = 50:5 (High-purity Ar (99.999%) and O2 (99.999%)), keeping the total
deposition pressure at 0.8 Pa. The TiO2 films were deposited in a non-reactive configuration,
the target used was Ti (99.97% purity and 2 in diameter) applying a RF power of 210 W to
the Ti target at gas mixtures of Ar:O2 = 1:4. The mixtures of titanium and niobium oxides
were deposited at a temperature of 300 ◦C, RF power 50 W, and Ar:O gases relation of 1:4
in volume.
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Figure 1. Atomic force microscope (AFM) image of the uncoated substrate surface, after being polished.

2.2. Morphological and Surface Characterization

The scanning electron microscopy technique (SEM-NeoScope JCM-5000, JEOL, Tokyo,
Japan) was used to characterize the surface morphology and the synergic effects of wear
and corrosion on it. The images were taken at 30× and 300×. Moreover, an atomic force
microscope (AFM) was employed to check the surface of the samples, and a stylus profiler
was used to measure the wear track generated by the tribocorrosion test.

The surface roughness (Ra) of the specimens was measured by AFM, A Nanosurf
EasyScan 2 AFM apparatus (ST Instruments, Liefstal, Switzerland). The surface Ra value
shown was calculated as follows: the tip of the sensor inside the equipment traveled on
a linear course along the surface of the sample and moved up and down while passing
the unsmooth parts of it. These movements along the course as the altitude were then
multiplied by the length of it and changed into the area and added together. This was, in
turn, divided by the length of the course where the answer gives a number known as Ra.

2.3. Wear-Corrosion

Tribocorrosion experiments were conducted using friction tests on a tribometer with
linear reciprocating movement and sphere-plate geometry using pairs of bone pin (cylin-
drical with spherical tip with 6 mm in diameter) and Nb2O5, TiO2, and Nb2O5 + TiO2
coatings. To establish the duration of the test, the average distance traveled by patients
undergoing hip arthroplasty was considered. To determine this distance, it was essential to
establish the sliding arch in the femoral head. According to studies, on average, patients
who undergo this type of intervention are elderly patients. It is estimated that during their
recovery, they travel about 500 m per day [19].

Regarding wear phenomena, a Nanovea T50 tribometer (Nanovea, Irvine, CA, USA),
was used in the lineal wear configuration to simulate the cyclic movements of a hip or
shoulder joint. The parameters implemented for these tests are summarized in Table 1, and
the scheme model of the equipment in Figure 2. These parameters are based on an average
person gait.

The tests were carried out in aerated Ringer’s physiological solution composed of
9 g/L NaCl, 0.4 g/L KCl, 0.17 g/L CaCl2, and 2.1 g/L NaHCO3 applying a constant load
of 5 N with an oscillation frequency of 1 Hz. The length traveled by the pin in each cycle
was 10 mm, with the total time test being 60 min, and the pressure contact expected was on
the order of 130 MPa. The average coefficient of friction (µ) and the wear coefficients of
both the sphere and the coating have been determined.

A vital aspect of this research is the influence of the synergy between wear and
corrosion; thus, the tribocorrosion test was made using a temperature of 37 ± 0.2 ◦C
(average body temperature). The tribometer was adequated with an electrochemical
cell consisting of a series of three electrodes, i.e., the reference (Ag/AgCl), the counter
electrode (platinum wire), and the sample acting as the work electrode. The samples were
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isolated with a sample case to exposed the coating with an area of 1 cm2 as shown in
Figure 2. A Gamry potentiostat Model No. PCI 4/750, Warminster, Pennsylvania, USA
with the technique of electrochemical impedance spectroscopy (EIS) and potentiodynamic
polarization curves was used for the evaluation of corrosion resistance. The polarization
curves were measured with a scanning rate of 1 mV/s, in a range of voltages from −350 mV
to +350 mV concerning the corrosion potential (Ecorr). The values of corrosion current
densities (icorr) and corrosion potentials were obtained from the polarization curves by
extrapolating the cathodic and anodic branch to the corrosion potential (Tafel extrapolation
method). The Nyquist diagrams were obtained by sweeping frequency between 0.001 Hz
and 100 kHz and using the amplitude of the sinusoidal signal of 10 mV. To increase
the reliability of the electrochemical measures, each one was tested thrice, and thus, we
examined the reproducibility of the results.

Table 1. Parameters for wear-corrosion tests.

Parameter Quantity

Applied load 5 N
Velocity 50 rpm

Time of the test 60 min

Figure 2. (a) Schematic model of the tribometer equipment used to make the tribocorrosion tests. (b)
Bone pin end.

3. Results
3.1. AFM Measurements

Figure 3 shows the AFM images of the three coatings systems produced. To assess the
films’ surface roughness average (Ra) previously to the tribocorrosion tests, this technique
was used. The Nb2O5 coatings presented a Ra of 18.5 nm, Nb2O5 + TiO2 coatings exhibited
a Ra of 36.7 nm, and finally, the TiO2 layers showed a Ra of 29.5 nm. These are critical values
for the coefficient of friction calculations in the samples and to evaluate how they influence
the system response to the friction phenomena. The application of the coatings reduced the
surface roughness from values around 500 nm to 40 nm in average, this is an advantage of
the sputtering coatings technique. The use of a magnetron in the process guarantees high
sputtered atoms density close to the substrates and thus the films homogeneity is enhanced.
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Figure 3. AFM images of the samples: (a) Nb2O5, (b) Nb2O5 + TiO2, and (c) TiO2.

3.2. Electrochemical Analysis

Figure 4 presents the experimental data of EIS tests used to determine the polarization
resistance; these tests are made under a frequency swept starting from the stable potential.
The polarization resistance value is obtained after adding three resistances obtained with
the fit based on the equivalent circuit shown in Figure 5. These values are summarized
in Table 2 for the studied coatings. Nyquist graphs allow extracting some interesting
values like electrolyte resistance (Rsoln), polarization resistance (Rpo), and the capacitive
impedance (Cc). Regarding the n and m parameters, it is evident that the systems evaluated
have two CPEs (constant phase elements) in the equivalent circuit (Figure 4). In the case of
the n values, the systems show a capacitive contribution without being clearly a capacitor,
which gives the system corrosion resistance, as well as in the case of m parameter. The
electrolyte resistance can be obtained by locating the point in which the function crosses
the X axis in the Nyquist diagram. Generally speaking, Rsoln showed similar values in all
the tests demonstrating that the opposition to the mobility of the Ringer’s solution ions is
the same through the coatings and it is not affected with evaluation time. In Figure 4, it can
be seen also that the electrical response of the coating is a double layer like the one that
generates two sorts of electrical phenomena, i.e., the former at high frequencies (100 kHz
to 100 Hz—response of the electrolyte in contact with the surface layer) with similar Rpo
and Cc values generating a well-defined semi-circle, and the later at low frequencies (1 Hz
to 0.001 Hz—response of the substrate to coating interface), which is related to corrosion
resistance values. From these results, it can be observed that TiO2 samples offered 5.7 times
higher values than the system Nb2O5 + TiO2 and almost 16 times higher value than the
value of the system Nb2O5.

Table 2. Values from the equivalent circuit fit to the electrochemical impedance spectroscopy (EIS)
results in the three systems.

System Rsoln (Ω) Rpo (Ω) Rcor (Ω) Cc (µF) n Ccor (µF) m

Nb2O5 +
TiO2

3.5 54.56 2.84 67.81 0.72 462.3 0.98

Nb2O5 3.1 52.8 0.40 88.44 0.76 1.041 0.97
TiO2 3.2 63.47 16.23 69.08 0.78 69.8 0.98
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Figure 4. Nyquist graphs for the electrochemical impedance spectroscopy (EIS) tests made on the
three coatings systems.

Figure 5. Equivalent electrical circuit used to simulate EIS results from Figure 3. This is a typical
Randles circuit, but additionally, it has a circuit in series with coating resistance (Rpo), which consists
of a constant phase element (C1m) in parallel with a resistance (Rcor).

In the potentiodynamic polarization results shown in Figure 6, the films named
“Nb2O5” and “Nb2O5 + TiO2” showed similar behavior in the anodic zone with comparable
shape and pitting corrosion phenomena. From these curves, an increase in the corrosion
current density values with low variation in corrosion potential that generates punctual
anodic zones can be seen, while in the rest of the surface, there exists cathodic protection,
which finally causes damage on the surface. TiO2 coating exhibited better protection
against corrosive phenomena since this compound tends to generate a passive layer, which
inhibits the occurrence of degradation processes [20,21].

Nb2O5 sample obtained 6.562 mpy of velocity of corrosion, while a lower value of
807.7 × 10−3 mpy for the TiO2. Due to this, corrosion potentials and current densities of the
TiO2 coating were the lower, followed by the Nb2O5 + TiO2 system and finally, the Nb2O5
coating as can be seen in Table 3. In the mixture Nb2O5 + TiO2, an intermediate behavior
was observed compared to the other systems, this is attributable to the TiO2 addition, which
enhances the anticorrosive properties of the surface, and this can be evidenced with the
increase on the corrosion resistance and the reduced velocity of corrosion of the mixture.

As can be seen from Table 3, there is a direct relation of the corrosion current density
(Icorr); the lowest values were from the TiO2 sample attributable to the excellent proper-
ties against corrosion phenomena of this material [22,23]. The sample of Nb2O5 + TiO2
showed intermediate values of Icorr, and finally, the Nb2O5 sample presented the highest
values from the group. The differences observed between the curves are related to the
presence of titanium oxide; it was found that for the Nb2O5 + TiO2 system, the Icorr was
2.57 × 10−6 A·cm−2; for the TiO2, this value was 9.33 × 10−7 A·cm−2; and finally, for
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the Nb2O5, it was 2.21 × 10−5 A·cm−2. Interestingly, these coatings showed a corrosion
related to the physicochemical properties of the films. Likewise, ionic conductivity is a
determinant factor in the corrosion velocity values. Regarding EIS test results, TiO2 coating
is the one that presents higher corrosion resistance values; however, it is said that the
ionic liberation of this is less than the rest of the studied coatings. Similarly, with the
Nb2O5 + TiO2 system, the TiO2 generates a passive layer that increases solution resistance,
enhancing the anticorrosive properties of the film.

Figure 6. Potentiodynamic polarization curves for the three systems studied.

Table 3. Tafel fit values from the three systems.

System Beta A
(V/decade)

Beta C
(V/decade) Ecorr (mV) Icorr

(A·cm−2) Vcorr (mpy)

Nb2O5 75.60 × 10−3 123.0 × 10−3 −0.17 2.21 × 10−5 6.562
Nb2O5 +

TiO2
99.60 × 10−3 118.9 × 10−3 −0.24 2.57 × 10−6 1.997

TiO2 91.80 × 10−3 154.4 × 10−3 −0.33 9.33 × 10−7 807.7 × 10−3

Further analysis showed that for the TiO2 coating in the anodic zone, a decrease in
the corrosion current density is obtained, which generates a passivation zone, and it is
present through 150 mV and after that, it is increased gradually. Generally speaking, a
marked difference in terms of corrosion potential (Ecorr) can be seen between Nb2O5 and
TiO2 coatings; on the one hand, the niobium oxide exhibits a higher potential or noble
tendency, while on the other hand, the titanium oxide has a low potential or active tendency.
However, these materials in contact with the fluid are thermodynamic unstable and thus
react because of the presence of the oxide. Because it is not an equilibrium condition, the
system presents a variation and hence increase the anodic voltage, and the coatings with
Nb2O5 content exhibits a dissolution and a mass loss. Therefore, there was a significant
variation on the corrosion velocity; comparing the systems, the one with high stability and
with low value is the TiO2 followed by the mixture Nb2O5 + TiO2, and the one with higher
degradation is the Nb2O5 (see Table 3) in which a susceptibility to the pitting corrosion can
be observed as can be deduced from the potentiodynamic curve and the SEM images.

In the electrochemical tests of the Nb2O5 coatings, the results showed that the higher
Rpo, the lower the corrosion rates and the better the protection. Rpo values are big for the
substrates as well as for the coatings with values ranging from 6 to 170 kΩ·cm2. These high
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Rpo values of the coatings are associated with porosity probably due to the amorphous
phase of the oxide film and with an effect of the electrolyte components [24]. Regarding the
EIS results based on Nyquist diagram, TiO2 system exhibited a higher capacitive capacity
and a bigger impedance value. Regarding the coatings of Nb2O5, corrosion resistance
increases due to higher impedance values explained by the formation of a stable structure
that blocks the electrolyte penetration [25,26]. Comparing the values of Tables 2 and 3
corresponding to polarization resistance, it can be observed that the results are quite similar
with both techniques (EIS and potentiodynamic polarization), and from this, the titanium-
based coating is the one with the highest resistance against corrosion degradation among
the other systems.

3.3. Coefficient of Friction and Wear Analysis

Figure 7 presents the coefficient of friction (COF) graphs for the studied systems.
Sliding wear tests conditions were kept constant, the variables like traveled distance, load,
and temperature were replicated for the three coatings systems. Nb2O5 sample shows the
running-in process that is related to the variation of the coating surface in the first minutes
of the test due to interface contact. Based on the interpretation of the coefficient of friction
presented by Blau et al., the behavior of this coating was identified [27]. The increase in
the COF is attributed to the coating wear, which causes particles liberation that generates
a third body in contact and thus influences the tribological pair creating a fast friction
transition that causes high increase in COF [27,28].

Figure 7. Coefficient of friction for the three systems studied: (a) Nb2O5, (b) Nb2O5 + TiO2, and
(c) TiO2.

Regarding Nb2O5 + TiO2 sample, a variation in the COF magnitude was observed,
and a start period exists and is associated to the friction mechanism of interference due
to the contact between the tips of the harshness of both bodies, i.e., the bone pin and the
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coating surface. By increasing test time, the harshness is smoothed, and a passive layer
is generated reducing COF values [27–29], however, COF value is intermediate among
the other coatings, and it is related with this coating roughness obtained by means of
AFM technique. In the final part of the test for this coating, an increase in COF values
can be seen and is attributable to the detachment of the passive layer and the start of the
pitting corrosion, which degrades the surface in punctual zones. This system presented an
intermediate behavior for the corrosion resistance as well as wear.

Finally, for TiO2 coating, the COF behavior shows a running-in process at the be-
ginning (first 10 min) since the initial contacts that are bonded with the attraction forces
between bone molecules and coatings surface must be broken. The presented range is
denominated as static wear. After this point, it can be determined that COF decreases
under the static value so that kinetic coefficient is less than the static one and kept constant
after 25 min indicating the reach of the stationary state. In this TiO2 coatings, adhesive
wear was evidenced by means of SEM (scanning electron microscopy) images, this degra-
dation causes the concentration of strains around the bone pin contact zones that causes
detachment of some coatings surface zones.

In Figure 8, there is an apparent similar behavior between Nb2O5 and Nb2O5 + TiO2
samples where pitting corrosion is evidenced, nevertheless the addition of TiO2 in the
mixture coating (Figure 7b) helps to protect its surface as the number of pitting marks is
highly reduced and thus the surface damage.

Figure 8. SEM micrographs for the three systems evaluated, taken at 30× magnification: (a) Nb2O5

(b) Nb2O5 + TiO2, and (c) TiO2.

SEM micrographs also show the deterioration of the coatings surface for all the systems
Nb2O5, TiO2, and Nb2O5 + TiO2 related to the tribocorrosion phenomena. On the surfaces,
adhesive wear was observed for all the coatings systems in which a displacement of
material through the wear track edge is generated. Figure 9 shows 300× SEM micrographs
of the coatings surface in the wear track zone; samples of Nb2O5 and Nb2O5 + TiO2
presented plough lines characteristic for this wear phenomena as shown in the figure. TiO2
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sample exhibited adhesive wear evidenced by the detachment of the thin films in some
specific zones.

Figure 9. SEM micrographs for the three systems evaluated, taken at 300× magnification: (a) Nb2O5,
(b) Nb2O5 + TiO2, and (c) TiO2.

4. Conclusions

The analysis of EIS results has shown that the TiO2 sample presented the best behavior
among the rest of the systems, this is evidenced by the semicircles presented in Nyquist
diagrams, and this is also related to the porosity of the material. For TiO2, the potentiody-
namic polarization results analyzed by Tafel extrapolation are in accordance with the ones
of EIS tests and thus the good behavior against corrosion resistance.

Although for all the coating systems studied in this paper the tribocorrosion tests were
made keeping the conditions as constant, the running-in process was evident among all of
them and is related to the obtained roughness by AFM and the COF values. High surface
roughness values increase the COF values because of the interaction forces between the
bone pin and coating surface. The best behavior was shown by the Nb2O5 coating followed
by the mixture Nb2O5 + TiO2 and finally the TiO2 one.

The Nb2O5 sample tends to present a better behavior against wear phenomena, how-
ever, against corrosion ones, it degrades by pitting. Contrary, the TiO2 sample presents
a better corrosion resistance as it does not present the pitting process; however, against
wear phenomena, it degrades and exhibits zones with adhesive wear and film detachment.
Finally, the mixed sample Nb2O5 + TiO2 showed an intermediate behavior in which regard-
ing wearing it does not degrade like TiO2 film nevertheless suffer some pitting processes
on the surface that are not quite severe as the ones presented by Nb2O5 film.
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