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Abstract: Metallic materials have been widely used as orthopedic implants in clinics for their good
mechanical, physical, and chemical properties, but their slow osseointegration rate is still one of the
main issues causing implantation failure. Grain refinement has recently attracted wide attention for
its effective improvement of cell-material interaction for biometals. In this review, the surface and
bulk grain refinement mode and the influence of grain size reduction of various metallic materials
including titanium, stainless steel, magnesium, zirconium, tantalum, and their alloys as well as NiTi
shape memory alloys on the cell responses is summarized in detail. It is hoped that this review could
help biomaterials-related researchers to understand the grain refinement of metallic materials in a
timely manner, thus boosting the development of biomedical metals for clinical use.

Keywords: metals; grain size; implants; cell response

1. Introduction

Currently, metallic materials such as titanium, stainless steel, magnesium, etc. are
widely used in the fields of orthopedics and dentistry because of the superior mechanical
properties (e.g., high tensile strength, toughness, and fracture resistance) compared with
the ceramics and bio-glass [1,2]. Some typical applications of the metallic materials are

E

shown in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Metallic biomaterials for orthopedic applications reprinted with permission from Ref. [1].
Copyright 2022, ELSEVIER.

However, for materials implanted into the body, it is important to ensure that they do
not have negative effects; Willams defined this idea of biocompatibility as “the ability of a
biomaterial to perform its desired function with respect to a medical therapy, without elicit-
ing any undesirable local or systemic effects in the recipient or beneficiary of that therapy,
but generating the most appropriate beneficial cellular or tissue response to that specific
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situation, and optimizing the clinically relevant performance of that therapy” [3]. In order
to improve biocompatibility, predecessors have used micro-arc oxidation, hydrothermal
synthesis, thermal spraying, electroless plating, and other methods to form a biologically ac-
tive surface layer (usually a ceramic surface layer) on the metal surface [4-6]. Nevertheless,
there is a problem: the interface between these heterogeneous coatings and the substrate
can easily peel off. In this regard, severe plastic deformation (SPD)—a technique which can
fabricate metals with ultrafine-grained (UFG) or nano-grained (NG) structure—shows great
potential in the field of biomedicine [7-10]. It has been reported that SPD-derived ultra-
/nano-structures possess a large fraction of grain boundaries and more lattice imperfections
such as dislocations, vacancies, stacking faults, and twins, which has the positive effect of
improving the mechanical properties (particularly the strength, according to the Hall-Petch
theory) and increasing the surface energy of the metals to mediate protein adsorption, thus
benefiting the subsequent cell response and tissue growth [11,12].

In general, the SPD method can refine the coarse-grained materials into UFG or
NG materials through two modes: one is applying high strain on the material’s surface to
generate surface grain refinement, and the other is using extremely high plastic deformation
to compel the whole grain size of the bulk materials to reduce into the UFG or NG regime.
In recent years, these two modes—including surface mechanical attrition treatment (SMAT),
ultrasonic shot peening (USSP), friction stir processing (FSP), and equal channel angular
pressing (ECAP)—have been used extensively to surface/bulk modify the metals in order
to avoid the interface bonding issue (shown in Figure 2) and improve biocompatibility.

B°o, °ec 'p°
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Figure 2. Schematic illustrations of (A) surface coating and (B) surface nano-crystallization reprinted
with permission from Ref. [13]. Copyright 2022, ELSEVIER.

For example, Agrawal et al. [14] used USSP to obtain a layer with an average grain size
of about 20 nm on the surface of pure titanium and found that human mesenchymal stem
cells (hMSCs) exhibited better cell viability on the nano-grained samples. Bahl et al. [15]
fabricated a nanocrystalline layer with an average size of about 40 nm on the cp-Ti by SMAT;
after 14 days of cell culture, the proliferation rate of hMSCs was observed to be higher on the
NC (nanocrystalline) surface compared with the MC (microcrystalline) surface. In addition,
the ECAP-treated titanium alloy was reported to not only possess better antibacterial
properties, but also promote the differentiation of human fetal osteoblast (hFOB) cells,
while the grain size reduced to 500-700 nm [16]. In view of the strong capability to endow
metallic materials with better biocompatibility, together with the coherence of substrate
and surface layers, these methods represent a potential route for developing new types of
implants to be used in clinics.

In this paper, the status of recent research on surface/bulk grain refinement of metal-
lic materials to improve the biological activity is summarized, and some opinions and
prospects are put forward in relation to this field. Through the summary, we hope the
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research progress of the development of biomaterials in this field can be accelerated, thereby
promoting wider clinical application of metallic materials in the near future.

2. Two Grain Refinement Modes for Treating Metallic Materials
2.1. Surface Grain Refinement
2.1.1. Surface Mechanical Attrition Treatment (SMAT)

Surface mechanical attrition treatment (SMAT) is a physical modification method for
obtaining new gradient nanometal materials [17]. It is an effective method for achieving
the surface nanocrystallization of many metals, such as titanium, aluminum, nickel, steel,
magnesium, and copper. The basic process is summarized as follows: Smooth spheres
made of steel or ceramic, with a diameter of 3-10 mm, are placed in a chamber which is
connected to a vibration generator. The vibration frequency of the chamber is 50 Hz and
20,000 Hz for I-type and II-type SMAT techniques, respectively [18]. The sample surface to
be treated is impacted by a large number of balls in a short period of time, with a velocity
of 1-20 m/s depending on the vibration frequency and the distance between the sample
surface and the balls [13]. The impact of each ball causes severe plastic deformation (SPD)
on the surface layer and facilitates the process of nanocrystallization. The thickness of the
nanostructured surface layer depends very much on the processing parameters (such as ball
size, vibration frequency, temperature, etc.) [13]. With flexibility and low cost, SMAT can
obtain localized nanostructured surface layers in bulk materials and is capable of treating
the surfaces of parts with complex shapes. In addition, this technique can produce surfaces
with low roughness because of the better quality of shots and a lower impact speed [11].
The SMAT process is illustrated in Figure 3.
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Figure 3. Schematic illustrations of the (a) SMAT setup and (b) localized plastic deformation in the
surface layer of the treated sample, caused by the impact of balls reprinted with permission from
Ref. [19]. Copyright 2022, ELSEVIER.

2.1.2. Ultrasonic Shot Peening (USSP)

The ultrasonic shot peening (USSP) process is a kind of shot peening. It can optimize
the characteristics of the material surface, modify the material properties, and improve the
wear and fatigue resistance. A power ultrasonic horn causes impacts with high frequency
(generally higher than 20 kHz) and low amplitude. The whole process is quiet because
it operates more frequently than the human ear can perceive. The high-frequency and
multi-directional shock acts on the surface randomly, creating a kind of microdimple shape
and forming a nanocrystalline surface layer. USSP treatment is an effective approach
for forming a nanostructure layer on the surface of metallic materials [20]. However,
the relatively high strain might result in residual porosities, impurities, and dimensional
issues [21]. The main structure of USSP is displayed in Figure 4.
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Figure 4. Schematic illustrations of the USSP process.

2.1.3. Laser Shock Peening (LSP)

Laser shock peening (LSP) is a surface modification process that uses laser beams to
generate shock waves on the surface of a material. As shown in the Figure 5, a high-energy
laser is emitted from the light source, reflected by the mirror, and irradiated on the surface
of the sample after being focused. The continued delivery of laser pulses rapidly heats and
ionizes the vaporized material, converting it into rapidly expanding plasma [22] while a
shock wave is created. If the amplitude of the shock wave is above the Hugoniot elastic
limit (HEL) of the target, the material deforms plastically during the passage of shock
waves, resulting in compressive residual stresses below the target surface [22]. However,
due to the thermal effect, LSP is less efficient in refining the surface grains compared to the
mechanical treatments. The LSP process is expensive and takes a long time to scan a large
area compared with other processes [23].
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Figure 5. Schematic illustration of the LSP process reprinted with permission from Ref. [23]. Copy-
right 2022, Marketplace.

2.1.4. Friction Stir Processing (FSP)

FSP provides great flexibility in terms of processing conditions to tailor the localized
microstructure in a material [24]. Its principle is similar to friction stir welding, which
uses frictional heat to treat materials. The tool shoulder is fastened to the sample, and
the tool pin is in close contact with the surface of material. As shown in the Figure 6, in
the process of FSP, the tool pin rotates at high speed and moves to the specified direction;
then, severe plastic deformation occurs on the surface of sample, which is called the
stir zone. Due to high frictional heat and dynamic recrystallization [25], fine grains will
be generated in the processing area. The main parameters influencing FSP are rotating
speed, advancing speed, plunging force, etc. In addition, microstructure and mechanical
properties will also be altered with respect to the geometry of tool and the materials it
uses [26]. The strict requirements of the processing conditions are a major disadvantage of
FSP, hindering extensive use of this technique. In addition, the relatively high temperature
during the process makes it difficult to adapt it to the production of grain structures in the
nanoscale regime [27].
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Figure 6. Schematic illustrations of the friction stir process reprinted from [26].

2.1.5. Ultrasonic Nanocrystal Surface Modification (UNSM)

The UNSM technique was developed and commercialized by Design Mecha Co., Ltd.
(Seoul, South Korea). It is a mechanical impact-based surface treatment applied by means
of high ultrasonic vibration frequency [28]. Its basic structure is shown in Figure 7. The
process includes the settings of parameters such as frequency, input amplitude, interval,
horn speed, and tip (ball) diameter. The spherical tip—made of hard Al,O3, WC, or SisNg4—
impacts the surface at a specific frequency. The superposition of ultrasonic low-frequency
vibration on static load causes severe plastic deformation on the surface of the material,
inducing grain size decreases to the nanoscale. During this process, the sample is clamped
on the gripper, which reciprocates up and down (Y direction) with a constant velocity.
After each Z direction scan, the silicon nitride or tungsten carbide prompts it to move a
constant distance in the Z direction [29]. After treatment, the coarse-grained structure in
the surface layer of the sample is refined to the nanometer level, which corresponds to
the characteristics of finer grains and more uniform dislocation distribution (Figure 8),
forming a gradient nanostructure layer with a depth of several hundreds of microns [30,31].
Moon et al. [32] found that specimens treated with the UNSM process exhibited much
higher tensile strength compared to untreated specimens.

Figure 7. Schematic illustration of the UNSM process reprinted with permission from Ref. [29].
Copyright 2022, ELSEVIER.
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Figure 8. Schematic illustration of structure characteristics and distributions in a surface layer
subjected to the UNSM reprinted with permission from Ref. [31]. Copyright 2022, ELSEVIER.
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2.2. Bulk Grain Refinement
2.2.1. High-Pressure Torsion (HPT)

High-pressure torsion (HPT) refers to the processing of a metal which bears compres-
sive force and simultaneous torsion force. As shown in Figure 9, the sample in this process
is laid in the shape of a disc between two anvils. The sample is subjected to a squeezing
pressure P of several GPa at room temperature; at the same time, it bears a torsion force
generated by the rotation of the lower anvil [33,34]. Sometimes, in order to improve the
HPT processing efficiency, the process needs to be carried out at a higher temperature;
under this condition, the shearing and pressing speed should be controlled [35]. During
HPT, the strain is allowed to continuously change, and it is easy to achieve high shear
strains. Moreover, even materials that are relatively hard and brittle can undergo the severe
deformation in this method [36].
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Figure 9. Schematic illustrations of the high-pressure torsion process reprinted with permission from
Ref. [34]. Copyright 2022, ELSEVIER.

The disadvantage of HPT is that the process usually requires high pressure and torque;
otherwise, it will cause a significantly inhomogeneous microstructure in the treated sample.
Therefore, HPT cannot be utilized to produce large bulk materials.

2.2.2. Equal Channel Angular Pressing (ECAP)

Equal channel angular pressing (ECAP) has been one of the most important machining
procedures in the past few decades. It was proposed by Segal in the 1970s at an institute in
Minsk in the former Soviet Union [37].Before the process, the sample needs to be lubricated; it
is then squeezed through two intersecting channels (equal section) and subjected to a shearing
force at the intersection of the channels [38], as shown in Figure 10. The cross section of
two equal-length channels is related to the angle ¢ (internal model/channel angle @),
whilst the angle 1 is the curvature arc at the intersection (outer curvature arc/external
rotation angle 1»). The same sample is subjected to multiple extrusions, that is, repeated
shear deformation; this causes a large amount of cumulative plastic strain in the material,
resulting in obvious grain refinement [39]. Although the sample undergoes very strong
strain when it passes through the shear plane, the cross-sectional dimension of the sample
does not change, even when it finally comes out of the mold.

In the work conducted by R.Z. Valiev [40], the following routes of billets were con-
sidered: orientation of a billet is not changed at each pass (route A); after each pass, a
billet is rotated around its longitudinal axis through the angle 90° in the same direction
(route B.) or inverse direction (route B,); after each pass, a billet is rotated around its
longitudinal axis through the angle 180° (route C). This process is displayed in Figure 11.
Some researchers [41,42] have even pointed out that, compared with other pressing routes,
the route B, is more advantageous for obtaining ultra-fine grain (UFG) materials with a
more uniform microstructure. ECAP is used to manufacture UFG structures among various
SPD technologies and can produce large bulk materials for various applications, such
as rod-shaped production for dental implants [43]. Additionally, ECAP can significantly
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economize raw materials [44]. The main disadvantage of ECAP is that the process usually
happens discontinuously, with limitations in scale-up potential [45].

] Plunger

Figure 10. Schematic illustration of the ECAP reprinted with permission from Ref. [34]. Copyright
2022, ELSEVIER.

(a) Route A (b) Route C (c) Route B

Figure 11. FEM (finite element method) models of ECAP reprinted with permission from Ref. [41].
Copyright 2022, ELSEVIER.

Based on ECAP, several variants have been developed to enhance its effect. A novel
method proposed the application of vibrations with ultrasonic frequencies on the plunger
to reduce the friction and forming load during ECAP; longitudinal ultrasonic vibrations
were imposed onto the billet [46], as shown in Figure 12.

f=20kHz

Amplitude
0.01 mm

Figure 12. Applying ultrasonic vibration onto the plunger during the ECAP process reprinted with
permission from Ref. [46]. Copyright 2022, ELSEVIER.

It was found that, when the plunger had ultrasound with a vibration amplitude of
2.5 um at 20 kHz, much finer grains were achieved in the pure aluminum rods (as shown
in Figure 13), and the calculated grain refinement efficiency of this improved the ECAP
process increased by almost 25.8% [47].
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Figure 13. Microstructures of the conventional (left) and ultrasonic (right) ECAP-processed pure Al
reprinted with permission from Ref. [47]. Copyright 2022, ELSEVIER.

2.2.3. Accumulative Roll Bonding (ARB)

Accumulative roll bonding (ARB) was first proposed in 1999 by Y. Sato et al. [48].
Compared with other bulk grain refinement methods, such as ECAP and HPT, which
require large load capacities and many dies, its unique advantage is that it can be mass-
produced at a lower operating cost, which makes it applicable to industrial manufacture. Its
basic process is shown in Figure 14; in this process, the stacking of materials and traditional
seam welding are repeated. Firstly, place one strip aligned on top of the other, clean the
mating surfaces to remove layers of sediment, and then apply a wire brush to enhance the
bonding strength between the materials [49]. The two layers are joined together by rolling,
just as in a traditional rolling bonding process; then, the rolled material is cut in half. The
cut strip is once again surface treated, stacked, and seam welded, and the whole process is
repeated. The whole process should be conducted at an elevated temperature, but below
recrystallization temperature because recrystallization will cancel out the accumulated
strain. Low temperature would result in insufficient ductility and bond strength [48].

Surface preparation Stacking Ralling

—— ﬂ. . ,‘

Cutting

?ﬂ/ 4 I
Surface preparation Stacking Rolling

Figure 14. Diagrammatic representation of the accumulative roll-bonding (ARB) process reprinted
with permission from Ref. [49]. Copyright 2022, ELSEVIER.

Ye et al. [50] used Ni, Ti, Al, and Cu as experimental objects and studied their mi-
crostructure evolution and mechanical properties during the ARB process. As revealed in
Figure 15, with the increasing number of ARB passes, the thickness of the layers decreased
gradually. It was reported that grain sizes decreased significantly with rolling reduction,
and the grains in the layers near the surface possessed smaller grain sizes [51]. Further-
more, the corrosion resistance of the treated sample increased even when processed in the
lower cycles [52]. Multi-layer composite metal materials can also be prepared using this
method [53]. The shortcoming of ARB is that the process requires high precision and a long
time; in addition, the quality of the final product is usually affected by the adhesion of
the interlayers.
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Figure 15. Variations of layer thickness versus the number of ARB passes reprinted with permission
from Ref. [50]. Copyright 2022, ELSEVIER.

2.2.4. Hydrostatic Extrusion (HE)

The HE method was first proposed in the 1960s to improve the cold workability of
brittle materials. Figure 16 shows a schematic diagram of the structure of the hydrostatic
extrusion; the billet is packed into a container which is sealed and filled with pressure
medium by a plunger, and then the sample is pressed /forced through the die when high
pressure is supplied [54]. To ensure the tightness of the pressure chamber, special high-
pressure seals are provided between the die and container as well as between the ram and
container [55]. Since there is no metallic contact between the ram/vessel and the billet, and
the uniform pressure can be applied to the product through the medium (such as castor oil),
this method is optimal for fabricating products with complex shapes [54]. Compared with
other SPD methods, one drawback of HE is that it can reduce the diameter of the product
to avoid causing extremely high plastic deformation during the process. In addition, the
limitations of HE include energy loss during compaction of the liquid medium, stringent
requirements on the sealing structure, the need for fluid injection and fluid removal in
each extrusion cycle, and some further complications that arise when it is performed at
higher temperatures [56].

Ram

Pressure

Container medium

Figure 16. Schematic diagrams of hydrostatic extrusion reprinted with permission from Ref. [54]. Copy-
right 2022, ELSEVIER.

2.2.5. Multi-Directional Forging (MDF)

Multi-directional forging is a plastic deformation process that was proposed in the
mid-1990s for the preparation of bulk ultrafine-grained metal materials. Its working
principle is that the direction of the applied force is continuously changing during operation,
and the multiple forgings in different directions of the billet are equivalent (as shown in
Figures 17 and 18). Since its operating temperature is usually in the recrystallization
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temperature range of the alloy and the load is relatively low, the MDF process can be
used to prepare nanostructured/ultrafine-grained materials. During the MDF process,
the change of the loading direction has a great influence on the rheological behavior and
microstructure evolution of the material. With the applied pressure on the material in three
vertical directions changing continuously, the relationship between flow stress and strain
as well as the evolution process of the microstructure of the materials can be systematically
studied [57]. The advantage of this method is that nanostructures can be obtained in rather
brittle materials, since the process starts at high temperatures and the specific loads applied
to the product are relatively low.

Upper arc beam _—Upper mat beam

-l..“ - ']'\‘, ; :
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Wire layers—__

Horizontal
cylinder

Left arc bear/n
/

P
-

Lower column
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Figure 17. The main structure of MDF reprinted with permission from Ref. [58]. Copyright
2022, ELSEVIER.
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Figure 18. Process of MDF reprinted with permission from Ref. [59]. Copyright 2022, ELSEVIER.

3. Grain Refinement of Different Metallic Materials to Modulate Cell Response

The response of cells to biomaterials is very important, as it directly affects the osseoin-
tegration of the biomaterials after implantation and ultimately determines the success ratio
of implantation surgery and the service life of the implants. Since the human bone matrix
is mainly composed of nanoscale collagen and HA particles, surface/bulk nanostructuring
metallic materials to mimic the nanostructure of the bone is obviously conducive to enhanc-
ing cellular responses. Cell behaviors such as adhesion, proliferation, differentiation, and
mineralization on the various surface/bulk grain-refined metals are summarized below.

3.1. Titanium and Its Alloys

Titanium is the ninth most abundant element on earth, and its main source is rutile
ore [60]. Titanium and its alloys have been widely used as implant materials because of



Metals 2022, 12, 829

11 of 20

their excellent corrosion resistance, mechanical properties, and biocompatibility. Com-
pared with coarse-grained counterparts, fine-grained titanium materials have been re-
ported to exhibit better toughness, hardness, wear resistance, fatigue strength, etc. [61-63].
Cell responses to surface and bulk grain-refined titanium-based substrates are listed in

Tables 1 and 2, respectively.

Table 1. Cell response to titanium and its alloys after surface grain refinement.

Material Process Grain Size Cell Type Cellular Behavior Ref.
Ti-Nb alloy SMAT, 5 min, 20 kHz <100 nm hMSC Adhesion is enhanced [61]
CpTi USSP, 30-120's, 20 kHz 20.23-23.80 nm hMSC Viability and proliferation are enhanced [14]
CpTi (Grade 2) SMAT, 30 min, 25 Hz 40 £ 15 nm hMSC Adhesion and proliferation are enhanced [15]
. Ultrasonic-assisted SMAT, 5 Adhesion, proliferation, and osteogenic
CpTi plates 20 min, 20 kHz 56 nm hMSC differentiation are enhanced (171
TLM alloy Rabbit bone marrow Adhesion, proliferation, osteogenic
(Ti-25Nb-3Mo- SMAT, 30 min, 50 Hz 3040 nm hromnal 1 differentiation. o % e & hanced [64]
25n3Zr) mesenchymal stem ce ifferentiation, and mineralization are enhance
TLM alloy SMAT, 60 min, 50 Hz 26 + 5nm hFOB1.19 .. Adhesion, proliferation, osteogenic [65]
differentiation, and mineralization are enhanced
TLM alloy SMAT, 20 kHz 29.7 nm Osteoblastic cell Adhesion, spreading, viability, and osteogenic [66]
differentiation are enhanced
TNTZ alloy . Murine pre-osteoblast Adhesion, spreading, and proliferation
(Ti-29Nb-13Ta-4.6Z1) UNSM, 20 KHz 40-200 nm (MC3T3 cell) are enhanced [62]
. . Human osteoblast-like Adhesion, proliferation, ALP activity, and calcium
Pure Ti USSP, 30 min, 50 kHz 57-88 nm cell (MG63) deposition are enhanced [67]
CpTi SMAT, 60 min 10 nm Osteoblast cell (MG63 Adhe519n, prohfqahon, and osteogenic [68]
cell) differentiation are enhanced
. Ultrasonic-assisted SMAT, Enhanced cell adhesion and proliferation, and
CpTi 20 min, 20 kHz <100 nm MG63 cell alleviated cell apoptosis (6]
. - Enhanced adhesion and viability, and promotion
CpTi SMAT, 50 Hz 252 nm Saos-2 cell of the progression of cells into the S phase [70]
Table 2. Cell response to titanium and its alloys after bulk grain refinement.
Material Process Grain Size Cell Type Cellular Behavior Ref.
. . o Primary human
CpTi (Grade 2 ECAP, pressing at 300 °C 230 nm adipose-derived Mineralization and viability are enhanced [71]
and Grade 4) with a 90° angle channel
mesenchymal stem cell
CpTi (Grade 2) ECA(I;’ pressing at 350 °C with 170-200 nm hMSC Adhesion and spreading are enhanced [72]
a 90° angle channel, 8 passes
. ECAP, pressing at 400 °C with ¥ Human fetal osteoblast . . L
CpTi (Grade 2) 2120° angle channel, 3 passes 500-700 nm cell (WFOB1.19) Adhesion, spreading, and viability are enhanced [16]
CpTi (Grade 2) MDF <100 nm MC3T3-E1 cell Proliferation is enhanced [73]
Ti-31.5Nb-3.1Zr- . . . .
3.1Ta-0.9Fe- HPT, 1-2 GPa, 100-2000 rpm <1000 nm MC3T3-E1 cell Adhesion, proliferation, and osteogenic [74]
differentiation are enhanced
0.160 alloy
285nm x 35 nm Human osteoblast
TNTZ alloy HPT o needle and Attachment and proliferation are enhanced [75]
. cell (hOB)
12 nm 3 particle
CpTi HPT, 6 GPa 10-50 nm MC3T3-E1 cell Attachment and spreading are enhanced [76]
ECAP (pressing at 450 °C with Homo sapiens human R, .
CpTi (Grade 2) a 90° angle channel, 4 passes) ~420 nm osteosarcoma cell Attachment, v1ab1h}t1y, ani ALP activity [77]
+SMAT (2 h, 6 Hz) (G292 cell) are enhance
CpTi (Grade 2 ECAP, pressing at 300 °C Human osteosarcoma ARSI
and Grade 4) with a 90° angle channel 230 nm cell (Saos-2 cell) Viability is enhanced (71]
CpTi (Grade 2) HE, 10 stages 87 nm Saos-2 cell Adhesion and proliferation are enhanced [78]
CpTi (Grade 2) ECAP, Route B, 0.238 + 0.05 pm Mouse fibroblast cell Adhesion and proliferation are enhanced [79]
Human umbilical vein .
CpTi (Grade 2) HE, 4 stages ~0.60 pm endothelial (101()0) Crysltlallt(t)grﬁphlc tplane favors [80]
cell (HUVEC) cell attachmen

3.2. Stainless Steel

Stainless steel is one of the most commonly used implant materials because of its low
cost, good biocompatibility, and mechanical properties [81]. Medical stainless steel (mainly
austenitic and martensitic) possessing low biological toxicity [82], representing a large
category of medical metal materials, is widely used in human bone replacement, dentistry,
cardiac surgery, coronary stent placement, and other fields. The common failures of medical
stainless steel in a body fluid environment are largely caused by local corrosion (such as
pitting, crevice, fatigue, and stress corrosion); in view of this, grain refinement has been
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reported to be capable of enhancing its corrosion resistance effectively [83]. Cell responses
to surface and bulk grain-refined stainless steel are listed in Tables 3 and 4, respectively.

Table 3. Cell response to stainless steel after surface grain refinement.

Material Process Grain Size Cell Type Cellular Behavior Ref.
316L stainless steel FSP, 1800 rpm 0.9 um Primary human dermal fibroblast Spreading and proliferation [84]
are enhanced
316L stainless steel FSP, 388 rpm 0.6 pm Primary human dermal fibroblast Viability is decreased [85]
Enhanced cell attachment and
316L stainless steel FSP, 1800 rpm 0.8 pm MDCK-1 cell and HepG2 proliferation, and restrained [24]
platelet and fibrinogen adhesion
316L stainless steel  SMAT, 50 Hz, 15 min <50 nm MC3T3-E1 cell Viability and spreading [86]
are enhanced
Table 4. Cell response to stainless steel after bulk grain refinement.
Material Process Grain Size Cell Type Cellular Behavior Ref.
316L stainless steel Rolling, several passes <1000 nm Mouse fibroblast cell Ad.hesm.n, viability, and [87]
proliferation are enhanced
Enhanced vinculin signals
316L stainless steel Rolling, several passes <1000 nm MC3T3-E1 cell and actin stress fibers in the [88]

Austenitic stainless steel

316L stainless steel

ECAP, pressing at 400 °C
with a 120° angle channel, 176 + 10 nm

outer region of the cells

MDEF 200-400 nm Pre-osteoblast cell Adhesion and growth [89]
are enhanced
Multipotent mesenchymal Enhanced cell proliferation

stromal/stem cell (MMSC)  and suppressed cell apoptosis (901

8 passes

From Tables 1-4, we can deduce that surface grain refinement is capable of fabricating
surface layers on titanium and stainless metals with a grain size that is usually in the
nanometer regime (<100 nm), whereas bulk grain refinement normally refines the grains of
these two kinds of biometals into the ultrafine-grained regime (100~1000 nm). Although
with different grain-size scales, the surface and bulk grain-refined titanium and stainless
metals both promote the viability, spread, and proliferation of fibroblasts (such as the L-929
and HGEF cell lines); enhance the adhesion, proliferation, osteogenic differentiation, and
mineralization of osteoblastic cells (including the hFOB1.19, MC3T3, MG63, and Saos-2 cell
lines); and promote the differentiation of mesenchymal/stromal stem cells into osteoblasts.
Since the interaction of the three types of cells (fibroblasts, osteoblasts and stem cells) with
biometals is critical for successful osseointegration after implantation, the information
shown in the Tables would be helpful for researchers in selecting the appropriate means to
improve the clinical performance of implanted metallic materials.

3.3. Magnesium and Its Alloys

Magnesium-based metals were first introduced as orthopedic implant materials in the
first half of the last century, when Lambotte used pure magnesium steel plates and gold-
plated steel nails to fix calf fractures in 1907. Magnesium has a lower density and elastic
modulus, and the modulus is very close to human’s bone [91]. Furthermore, magnesium
has excellent biocompatibility and degradability—properties which are difficult to acquire
from other metallic materials. Although the main drawbacks in the practical usage of
magnesium in the field of biomedicine are low strength and relatively rapid corrosion
rate [35], grain-refined magnesium alloys have been found to have better mechanical
properties and corrosion resistance [92,93]. Cell responses to surface/bulk grain-refined
magnesium-based metals are summarized in Table 5.
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Table 5. Cell response to magnesium and its alloys after surface/bulk grain refinement.

Material Process Grain Size Cell Type Cellular Behavior Ref.
Mg-3Zn alloy Rolling, 10 passes <40 pm MG63 Viability is decreased [94]
Adipose-derived Lo .
AZ31B Mg alloy UNSM, 20 kHz <(40-100) pm stem cell (ADSC) Adhesion is not compromised [95]
ECAP, pressing at 220 °C with 5 . .
ZM21 Mg alloy 290° angle channel, 4 passes 5.4 um MGH63 cell Viability is not compromised [96]
3.4. NiTi Shape Memory Alloys
NiTi alloys are smart materials which possess the unique properties of shape mem-
ory effect and super elasticity [97]; as such, they have been widely used in biomedical
applications, including in dentistry, orthopedics, and interventional therapy. Surface/bulk
grain refinement was adopted for this kind of alloy to improve its corrosion resistance and
biocompatibility [98,99]. Cell responses to surface/bulk grain-refined NiTi shape memory
alloys are summarized Table 6.
Table 6. Cell response to NiTi shape memory alloys after surface/bulk grain refinement.
Material Process Grain Size Cell Type Cellular Behavior Ref.
Viability, adhesion, proliferation,
Niso.gTige2 alloy ECAP, 8 passes 150-250 nm Murine fibroblast cell line (L-929) ALP activity, and mineralization [97]

LSP, laser with a wavelength of

are promoted
Viability, growth, and spread 98]

Niso.3Tige 7 alloy 1064 nm and intensity of 4 GW/cm? <1000 nm Adipose-derived stem cell (ADSC) are enhanced
NisosTis2 alloy ECAP 200-300 nm MG63 cell A’ttachmzrr:c3 iI:; S}zzghferatlon [99]

3.5. Other Metals

Other metallic materials which are also frequently used as implant materials include
tantalum, zirconium, etc. The effects of grain refinement of these metals on cell response
are summarized in Table 7.

Table 7. Cell response after surface/bulk grain refinement.

Material Process Grain Size Cell Type Cellular Behavior Ref.

Attachment, spreading, viability of
Pure Zr Rolling, 1 pass ~240 nm Saos-2 cell and hMSC 'Saos—'Z C?HS’ and ALP activity, [100]

mineralization nodule formation of

hMSC are all unchanged
Mouse fibroblast (L-929),
~ Accumulative Roll 5 primary gingival fibroblast s .

Nb-1Zr alloy Bonding, 5 cycles 800 nm (HGF), and human Survival is not compromised [101]

Pure Ta

Sliding Friction
Treatment, 100 cycle

osteoblast-like cell (U-2 OS)
Adhesion, proliferation, osteogenic
<20 nm hFOB1.19 differentiation, and maturation [102]
are enhanced

4. Discussion

SPD-induced surface and bulk grain refinement have been demonstrated in the above
experiments as effective ways to improve cell response to biometals. However, grain-
refined magnesium-based alloys exhibit comparable or even decreased cytocompatibility
compared to coarse counterparts. As proposed by Nayak et al., grain size reduction could
lead to accelerated corrosion of the magnesium alloy, release of Hy, and alteration of pH,
constituting possible reasons for the discomfort of seeded cells [94]. For stainless steel,
titanium, and NiTi alloys, studies on the surface and bulk grain refinement of these metals
all affirm an effect on the enhancement of different cellular adhesion and functional ex-
pressions. Since bulk grain-refined metals usually undergo a mechanical polishing process
before the seeding of cells, the enhanced cell response to the metals subjected to bulk grain
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refinement can be mainly ascribed to three aspects: First, as proposed by Estrin et al. [72],
when the grain size of the metals is decreased to the micro/nano regime, there will be a
greater number of and more densely spaced nanopeaks as well as focal sites on the surface,
facilitating cell adhesion and functions. Second, grain size reduction in metals usually
leads to an increase in surface energy and an improvement in surface wettability [71,79,89].
Kiran et al. [16] reported that osteogenic cells tend to adhere and migrate on hydrophilic
surfaces (high surface energy) rather than hydrophobic materials. Sun et al. [68] also
believed that cells tend to adhere on material surfaces which display excellent wettability.
In addition, it has also been proven that superior surface wettability can cause much larger
lamellipodia structures along with a remarkably higher number of filopodia protrusions
around the cells, thereby promoting the attachment and spreading of cells [75] as well as
obliging the cells to extend their actin and myosin cytoskeletal fibers to reduce interfacial
reactions [103]. Most importantly, grain refinement-induced better wettability can improve
the protein adsorption capacity of treated biometals [65,69,70,104]. As is known, when a
biometal is implanted into the body, it will soon absorb a large amount of proteins onto its
surface, and through this adsorbed protein layer, cells interact with the biometal [105]. In
other words, biomaterials regulate cells indirectly through their adsorbed proteins rather
than their own direct signal [106]. Previously, it was reported that HPT-processed nano-
grained titanium exhibited much better surface wettability compared to untreated titanium,
displaying an obvious increase in absorption of fibronectin (a key protein involved in cell
attachment, growth, and diffusion) on its surface, thereby greatly improving the cell attach-
ment of pre-osteoblast cells [76]. As shown in Figure 19, after severe plastic deformation, an
SPD-derived nano-grained surface has a higher proportion of grain boundaries and a larger
number of small grooves and nanopeaks; these characteristics are conducive to increasing
surface wettability and providing more adsorption and adhesion sites for the adsorption of
proteins, consequently promoting cell adhesion and subsequent functional expression.

Polished [
surface GB Grooves GB iﬂlﬁgfg

v —
VAN

(a) Grains (b)

Figure 19. Schematic illustration of the presence of grooves on polished (a) coarse-grained and
(b) nano-grained surfaces reprinted with permission from Ref. [79]. Copyright 2022, Springer.

Third, some studies [86,107] have noticed that the SPD process can generate an ox-
ide layer of a certain thickness on the treated biometals, or change the physicochemical
properties of its original oxide layer [78]. The surface oxide layer has been proven to
be capable of improving hydrophilicity [76], and the related changes in physicochemical
and electronic properties were found to be able to modulate protein adsorption [15,86].
Wang et al. [17] used the SPD method to treat titanium samples and obtained a gradient
nanostructured surface (GNS) structure; the grain size of the material gradually increased
from the surface to the inside, as shown in Figure 20. The authors inferred that the oxide
layer formed on the GNS sample was much thicker and the ionic bond was more polar,
which caused the adsorbed water on its surface to produce more hydroxyl groups, bene-
fiting cell behavior [108]. Some studies have even pointed out that the formed thick and
uniform oxide layer on an SPD-derived surface could enhance the binding of calcium
ions and phosphate, and promote the effective adsorption of proteins from the biological
medium, ultimately boosting cell proliferation and differentiation [109-112].
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Figure 20. Cross-sectional scanning electron microscope (SEM) images of (a) gradient nanostructured
surface (GNS) Ti samples and (b) coarse-grained (CG) Ti samples reprinted with permission from
Ref. [17]. Copyright 2022, WILEY.

As for metals subjected to surface grain refinement, besides the above-mentioned
factors, another reason accounting for the enhanced cell response is the SPD-generated
surface roughness. Surface grain refinement causes obvious processing marks on the
metal’s surface, as reported in [14,16,80,113]. Greater surface roughness increases the
surface area of biometals, thereby providing a larger contact region or bonding site for the
cells to adhere to and ultimately influencing subsequent cell functions.

5. Conclusions

This review represents an attempt to summarize the methods of grain refinement and
its effects on cell response to metallic materials commonly used in clinics. Recent studies
have focused on alkali/acid etching, SPD, sol-gel, hydrothermal growth, thermal spraying,
and electrochemical deposition methods, etc., to improve cell-material interactions for
biometals. Among these methods, grain refinement achieved by the SPD process stands out
for its unique advantage of escaping from the substrate-coating bonding issue. Surface and
bulk grain refinement have been successfully realized for many biometals, such as titanium,
stainless steel, magnesium, zirconium, tantalum, and their alloys as well as NiTi shape
memory alloys. In general, these processes have exhibited positive effects on cell adhesion
and subsequent functions, including proliferation; osteogenic differentiation; migration;
and mineralization of different cellular types such as fibroblasts, osteoblasts, and stem cells
during the culture time (from several hours to 21 days). The mechanism is related to the
alteration of the surface nanotopography and the oxide layer state as well as the increase in
surface energy, wettability, and protein adsorption capability. Nonetheless, more studies
are needed to further characterize the relationship between process parameters and the
grain scale of different biometals, and to disclose the critical grain size after SPD which
could effectively influence cell response. Furthermore, surface/bulk grain refined metals
should be implanted into different animal models to ensure their future use in clinics.
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