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Abstract: Selective laser melting (SLM) is extensively used for fabricating metallic biomedical
products. After 3D printing, it is almost always advisable to apply a heat treatment to release the
internal tensions or optimize the mechanical properties of the printed parts. The aim of this paper is
to investigate the effects of heat treatment of SLM printed Ti-6Al-4V (Ti64) circular specimens on the
areal surface texture parameters and cell attachment. Areal surface texture parameters, including
the arithmetic mean height (Sa), root-mean-square height (Sq), skewness (Ssk), and kurtosis (Sku)
were characterized. In addition, wavelet-based multi-resolution analysis was applied to investigate
the characteristic length scales of untreated and heat-treated Ti64 specimens. In this study, the
vertical distance between the highest and lowest position of cell attachment for each sampling area
was defined as ∆H. Results showed that an increase in the periodic characteristic length scale was
primarily due to the formation of large-scale aggregations of Ti64 metal powder particles on the
heat-treated surface. In addition, MG-63 cells preferred lying in concave hollows; in heat-treated
specimens, values of ∆H statistically significantly decreased from 31.6 ± 4.2 to 8.8 ± 2.8 µm, while
Sku decreased from 3.3 ± 1.4 to 2.6 ± 0.6, indicating a strong influence of Sku on cell attachment.

Keywords: selective laser melting; heat treatment; surface texture; Ti-6Al-4V alloy; cell attach-
ment; microstructure

1. Introduction

Selective laser melting (SLM), an additive manufacturing process, is widely used in
metal three-dimensional (3D) printing, where a high-energy laser beam is used to fuse
metal powder particles and build a 3D component layer by layer [1–4]. SLM is an advanced
method for producing biomedical devices, which are commonly fabricated from Co-Cr-
Mo alloys and Ti-6Al-4V (Ti64) alloys due to their excellent mechanical properties and
corrosion/wear resistance [5–8]. However, steep thermal gradients are caused by the rapid
melting and high solidification rates in the printing phase; this can lead to high residual
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stress formation in the printed parts [9,10]. Therefore, heat treatment in the postprinting
phase is of particular importance to release the internal tensions and to optimize the
mechanical properties of the printed components [11].

Recent in vitro study has shown that mammalian fibroblast cells do not accumulate
in the residual stress zone [12]. It is recognized that subjecting SLM-printed specimens
to heat treatment is an important step in improving the cytocompatibility, because it
minimizes residual stresses and homogenizes metallic microstructures [10,13–15]. In
addition, surfaces with high roughness values lead to better interlocking reactions in
the implant bone interface zone than do smooth surfaces [16]. Many reports have proven
that titanium and its alloys prepared using SLM methods improve osseointegration [17,18].

Previous studies have indicated that surface characteristics, including surface rough-
ness, surface morphology, and contact angle, are crucial in osseointegration and implant
infections [19,20]. Another important issue that is still not well understood is the effect of
surface roughness features on cell proliferation and attachment. A recent in vitro study
found that when the average roughness (Ra) was <24.9 µm, surface roughness promoted
the proliferation and differentiation of human osteoblasts [21].

For assessing surface topography, the surfaces’ roughness can be quantified using
either 2D profile-based or 3D area-based roughness measurements, where the ISO (inter-
national organization for standardization) specification standards ISO 4287 [22] and ISO
25178-2 [23] define profile and areal parameters, respectively. Although the industry still
uses mainly profile parameters to characterize the topographies, there is a demand for
areal parameters for the characterization of specific features [24,25].

In metrology, the surface topography is generally classified into form, waviness,
and roughness [26]. Both form and waviness measurements measure the large-scale
variations in the surface’s height, while surface roughness measurement is of the small-
scale variations. Besides, the roughness is measured by subtracting the form and waviness
components from the surface’s actual contour, where this subtraction is achieved through
a digital filter, usually a Gaussian filter [26,27]. Recently, to examine and measure the
topography at different length scales, multiscale evaluations such as wavelet, fractal,
modal, or Fourier analyses are used to determine these scales for surfaces made by additive
manufacturing [28].

In this study, areal surface texture parameters, including the arithmetic mean height
(Sa), root-mean-square height (Sq), skewness (Ssk), and kurtosis (Sku), were characterized.
The wavelet-based multi-resolution analysis was applied to investigate the characteristic
length scales of untreated and heat-treated Ti64 specimens. Besides, a Gaussian high-pass
filter was used to compare areal surface texture parameters via the measured surface in
the absence and filtering presence and assess the effect of unmelted and partially melted
Ti64 metal powder particles on these surface texture parameters. On the other hand, the
influence of areal surface texture parameters on cell attachment has not yet been reported.
Therefore, this study investigates the effects of heat treatment of SLM-fabricated Ti64
specimens on the surface morphology, areal surface texture parameters, contact angles,
and cell attachment crucial in osseointegration. The use of areal surface texture parameters
can be extended to explore the relationship between areal roughness parameters and
cell attachment.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Materials and Samples Preparation

The circular Ti64 specimens (10 mm in diameter, 1 mm thick) were manufactured
on a Renishaw AM250 SLM system, using Renishaw-provided Ti64 powder with a mean
particle size of 30 µm. The Renishaw AM250 system operates a 200-W, 905-nm laser,
with respective laser point distance and layer thickness of 50 and 60 µm. 3D-printed
Ti64 specimens, without and with heat treatment, were used to investigate the effect of
heat treatment on the surface roughness of those specimens. Half of the 3D-printed Ti64
specimens were heated to 600 ◦C (at 10 ◦C/min), held at this temperature for 1 h, annealed
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at 820 ◦C (at 10 ◦C/min), held at this temperature for 4 h, and then slowly cooled to room
temperature (RT) inside the furnace.

2.2. Microstructure and Surface Feature Analysis

To characterize the individual particles to build up a distribution, the static imaging
method was applied in this study. The Ti64 powders were uniformly immobilized on cover-
slip, and then the assembled chamber was placed on the microscope stage. High resolution
bright field images of Ti64 powders were obtained with an inverted microscope (TE2000U,
Nikon, Japan) equipped with an objective lens (Plan Apo 60×/1.40NA oil, Nikon) and
an EMCCD camera (LucaEM DL6581, Andor). These images were then processed using
ImageJ software to assess the particle size distribution.

Surface morphological characteristics of the untreated and heat-treated Ti64 specimens
were observed by a JEOL JSM-6500F scanning electron microscope (SEM; Tokyo, Japan) at
an operating voltage of 5 kV. The chemical compositions of SLM-produced Ti64 specimens
were analyzed using SEM-EDS. The result showed that the compositions in wt.% for
SLM Ti64 specimens comprised 90.46% titanium, 5.94% aluminum, and 3.60% vanadium,
indicating that the alloying element compositions were not affected by SLM.

Untreated and heat-treated Ti64 specimens were further characterized under a JadeSurf
laser confocal 3D profiler equipped with a 50x/0.75NA objective lens (Southport, Taipei,
Taiwan); five different interrogation areas with a square field of view (FOV) of 146.52 ×
146.52 µm were chosen and scanned to obtain a 3D surface profile. Here, the surface height
was measured point- by- point with 295 nm data spacing.

According to ISO 25178-3, surface roughness measurement usually requires removing
the waviness portion from the measured surface to focus on the surface features of interest.
Because waviness is mostly more or less periodic irregularities of a workpiece surface with
spacings greater than the spacings of its roughness, the recommended minimum cut-off
value is 0.1 mm for surface texture. In this study, to assess the effect of unmelted and
partially melted Ti64 metal powder particles on surface texture parameters, a Gaussian
high-pass filter with a cut-off value of 0.1 mm was used to suppress the longer wavelength
components for determining the surface features. This allowed us to compare the areal sur-
face texture parameters via the measured surface in the absence and filtering presence. Both
construction of a Gaussian high-pass filter and analysis of 3D surface texture parameters,
including the Sa, Sq, Ssk, and Sku, were conducted with Matlab software.

2.3. Wavelet Transforms of the Surface Profiles

Wavelet-based multi-resolution analysis was further applied to investigate the charac-
teristic length scales of untreated and heat-treated Ti64 specimens. Previously, wavelets
have been applied for surface analysis to find discontinuities, edge, and isolate and analyze
surface components [29–31]. In this study, a continuous 1D complex-valued Morlet wavelet
was applied to transform these height signals obtained from 3D surface measurements, so
that surface features at different length scales can be extracted and quantified. According
to Farge [32], the wavelet transform coefficient W(a, b) of a continuous real-valued signal,
such as the height signal H(x), can be defined as the inner product between H(x) and an
analyzing wavelet W(a, b) =

∫ ∞
−∞ H(x)∅∗a,b(x)dx, where ∅∗a,b(x) =

(
1/
√

a
)
∅((x− b)/a),

a and b are respectively the space dilatation and translation parameters, and the aster-
isk of ∅ represents the complex conjugate. The corresponding complex-valued ‘Morlet’
wavelet is ∅(x) =

(
eiω0x)(e−x2/2

)
and in this study, we set ω0 = 2π [33]. Note that

the analyzing wavelet ∅a,b(x) is a dilatated and translated version of a mother wavelet
∅(x) with resolution a−1 and position b [32]. The spatial wavelet coefficient W(a, b) pro-
vides the strength information of the height signal, and gives the phase information in
space domains. Since the Morlet wavelet can identify the local energy density at each
given scale, the characteristic scales of surface features may be analyzed. As W(a, b) was
obtained, the effective wavelet energy spectrum in the space domain can be defined as
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Ew(a) = 1
L
∫ L

0 |W(a, b)|2db, where L is the total sampling length of the height signal H(x)
for untreated and heat-treated specimens.

2.4. Surface Wettability Analysis

To confirm the surface wettability, the sessile liquid drop method was taken to deter-
mine the contact angle. The surface contact angle measurements were conducted at room
temperature, and one microliter distilled water droplet was used. The measurement was
repeated three times with the untreated and heat-treated Ti64 specimens.

2.5. Cell Proliferation Assay

A 3-(4,5-dimethylthiazol-2-yl)-2,5-diphenyltetrazolium-bromide (MTT) assay was
used to evaluate cell viability of osteoblast-like human MG63 cells attached to untreated
and heat-treated Ti64 specimens after 4, 24, and 72 h of incubation. Human MG-63
osteoblast-like cells were purchased from Bioresource Collection and Research Center
(product No. BCRC 60279, BCRC, Hsinchu City, Taiwan).

MG-63 cells were cultured up to ≈60% confluence in Dulbecco’s modified Eagle
medium (DMEM) containing 10% heat-inactivated fetal bovine serum (FBS). Cultures of
MG-63 cells were maintained at 37 ◦C in a humid atmosphere of 5% CO2. MG-63 cells
were trypsinized, counted, and resuspended at the appropriate densities (≈105 cells/mL)
in fresh culture medium. All of the Ti64 disks were autoclaved, rinsed with phosphate-
buffered saline (PBS), and transferred to 24-well tissue culture plates. Prior to cell seeding,
specimens were equilibrated in culture medium for 10 min. Subsequently, MG-63 cells
were drop-seeded onto substrates at a density of 5 × 104 cells/mL and incubated statically
for at least 1 h to allow cell attachment. At specified time intervals of cultivation, namely
4, 24, and 72 h of incubation, an MTT (0.5 mg/mL) solution was added to each well, and
cells were further incubated for 3 h at 37 ◦C. Supernatants were removed, and 1000 µL
of dimethyl sulfoxide (DMSO) was added to each well to dissolve the formazan product.
Then, 100 µL of supernatant from each well was transferred to new 96-well cell culture
plates. Absorbance at 570 nm was measured using an enzyme-linked immunosorbent assay
(ELISA) reader. Five parallel specimens were used to provide an average and standard
deviation (sd).

2.6. Immunofluorescence

To further observe the location of MG-63 cells attached to specimens, MG-63 cells
were drop-seeded onto substrates at a density of 5 × 104 cells/mL. After 72 h of incuba-
tion, MG-63 cells were separately fixed with 4% paraformaldehyde (PFA) for 15 min and
permeabilized with 0.1% Triton X-100 for 5 min at RT. Subsequently, samples were washed
with PBS three times. Finally, cell nuclei were stained with 1 µg/mL propidium iodide (PI)
for 30 min at RT. Fluorescence images of cells were obtained with an inverted microscope
(TE2000U, Nikon, Japan) equipped with an objective lens (Plan Fluro 40×/0.6NA, Nikon)
and an EMCCD camera (LucaEM DL6581, Andor).

2.7. Statistical Analysis

All data were expressed as means ± sd. One-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) with
Tukey HSD (honestly significant difference) post-hoc test was used to assess differences
among the groups; p < 0.05 and p < 0.01 were considered statistically significant and
statistically highly significant, respectively.

3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Ti64 Powdersize Distribution

Figure 1 shows the morphologies and the particle size distribution of Ti64 powders.
The powders are nearly spherical, and the mean particle size of the Ti64 powders deter-
mined using ImageJ was 31.42 ± 9.27 µm (n = 116, mean ± sd) which is consistent with the
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Renishaw-provided Ti64 powder with a mean particle size of 30 µm as described by the
manufacturer to have particles with diameters in the range 16–45 µm [34].

Figure 1. Optical microscope image and the particle size distribution of Ti64 powder. The mean
particle size of the Ti64 powders determined using ImageJ was 31.42 ± 9.27 µm (n = 116).

3.2. Surface Morphology and Roughness Analysis

In a low-magnification SEM image (100×) in Figure 2a, microtexturing is evident
on the surface of the Ti64 specimens, where unmelted Ti64 metal powder particles were
sintered to the surface of the structure during manufacturing. In Figure 2d, heat treat-
ment caused some of the unmelted and partially melted Ti64 metal powder particles to
become further fused and bonded to the surface. Moderately magnified images (1000×)
(Figure 2b,e) further revealed a distinct difference between the two surfaces: when the
3D-printed Ti64 specimen was annealed at 820 ◦C, heat treatment led to the formation of
large-scale aggregations of Ti64 metal powder particles (Figure 2e) compared to the surface
of control specimens. In higher-magnification images (104×) in Figure 2c,f, nanotexturing is
evident on the surface of the heat-treated Ti64 specimens, which revealed a difference at the
nanometer scale, namely, a closely spaced lattice layer formed on heat-treated specimens,
which resulted in nano-elevation of the surface roughness.

Figure 2. SEM micrographs of untreated and heat-treated Ti64 specimens at different magnifications.
(a,d) 100×; (b,e) 1000×; (c,f) 104×.
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As can be seen in Figure 2, the untreated 3D-printed Ti64 specimen primarily con-
sists of microscale features (unmelted and partially melted Ti64 metal powder particles);
however, the surface of a heat-treated specimen had a hierarchical structure consisting
of microscale features (partially melted Ti64 spheroids) and nanoscale features (closely
spaced nano-lattices). It was suggested that roughness in the micrometer range provides
better biomechanical interlocking, while roughness in the nanometer range provides more
adhesion sites for extracellular matrix (ECM) proteins [35]. The present experimental evi-
dence possibly support why heat-treated SLM specimens are thought to promote implant
stabilization and osseointegration.

Figure 3a–e,g–k respectively show 3D surface topographies of untreated and heat-
treated Ti64 specimens, where the surface height was measured using a laser confocal 3D
profiler. To provide an easily interpreted encoding of surface heights, Parula mapping of
height to color varying from blue to yellow was used in the current figure. Five interro-
gation areas with a FOV of 146.52 × 146.52 µm were scanned on each Ti64 specimen, as
illustrated in Figure 3f,l. In the case of the untreated 3D-printed Ti64 specimen, yellow
areas represent locations of unmelted Ti64 metal powder particles sintered to the surface,
where the diameter of the yellow areas was of the same order as that of Ti64 powder, as
shown in Figure 3a–e. In contrast, the formation of large-scale aggregations of Ti64 metal
powder particles can be seen on the heat-treated surface, as shown in the large yellow areas
in Figure 3i,k. As can be seen in Figure 3, the 3D surface topography depicted the same
microscale features as did the SEM images.
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Figure 3. 3D surface topographies of Ti64 specimens measured using a laser confocal 3D profiler.
(a–e)/(g–k) Surface heights of untreated/heat-treated Ti64 specimens; (f,l) untreated and heat-treated
Ti64 specimens, where five interrogation areas equally spaced on each Ti64 specimen were selected
for surface height measurements.
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In this study, a Gaussian high-pass filter with a cut-off value of 0.1 mm was used
to obtained roughness and waviness features. Figure 4a–f respectively show the real
surfaces, the roughness features, and the waviness features of untreated/heat-treated Ti64
specimens, where the real surface data were directly obtained from the position (a) and
position (i) (see Figure 3). The results showed that the waviness features were directly due
to the presence of unmelted and partially melted Ti64 metal powder particles sintered to
the surface. As can be seen, the large-scale variations in the surface’s height, such as form
and waviness, should be neglected as the length scale of FOV is similar to the minimum
cut-off value of 0.1 mm. Therefore, this small evaluation length (146.52 µm), about five
times the mean particle size of the Ti64 powders, allows us to directly valuate the areal
roughness parameters from the SLM printed Ti-6Al-4V surface’s actual contour.
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Figure 5 shows the 3D surface texture parameters, including Sa, Sq, Ssk, and Sku, for
untreated and heat-treated specimens, where the corresponding values of p are 0.14, 0.06,
0.02, and 0.04, respectively. As can be seen, values of Sa and Sq were not sensitive to the
surface topography of the untreated or heat-treated Ti64 specimens; however, values of Ssk
and Sku revealed distinct differences between the two surfaces. The heat-treated sample
had an Ssk value of 0.3 ± 0.2, which is within the range of − 1

2 and + 1
2 ; i.e., the height

distribution was approximately symmetrical. However, the untreated sample had an Ssk
value of 0.7 ± 0.2, which is within the range of + 1

2 and +1; i.e., the height distribution
was moderately skewed. On the other hand, the heat-treated sample had an Sku value
of 2.6 ± 0.3, which is smaller than 3, and so the height distribution curve is said to be
platykurtic and have relatively few high peaks or low valleys. However, the untreated
sample had an Sku value of 3.3 ± 0.6, which is larger than 3, and so the height distribution
is spiked, and the surface has relatively many high peaks and low valleys. Accordingly,
this finding also depicts the same microscale features as SEM images.
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Figure 5. 3D surface texture parameters, including (a) Sa, (b) Sq, (c) Ssk, and (d) Sku, for untreated
and heat-treated Ti64 specimens.

Roughness features obtained by a high-pass filter with a cut-off value of 0.1 mm
were further analyzed to compare the areal surface texture parameters via the measured
surface in the absence and filtering presence. Table S1 showed that after removing the
waviness portion from the measured surface, values of Sa, Sq, and Sku were not sensitive
to the surface topography of the untreated or heat-treated Ti64 specimens, where the
corresponding values of p are 0.94, 0.66, and 0.35, respectively; however, the value of
Ssk revealed distinct differences between the two surfaces (p < 0.01). After removing the
waviness portion from the measured surface, values of Ssk for the untreated sample and the
heat-treated sample were 0.4 ± 0.1 and 0.0 ± 0.2, respectively, which was within the range
of − 1

2 and + 1
2 ; i.e., the height distribution was approximately symmetrical. Interestingly,

values of Ssk for untreated and heat-treated Ti64 specimens were larger than 3, which
implied the surface has relatively high peaks and low valleys. As can be seen in Figure 4,
these spikes were localized around the surface of the unmelted and partially melted Ti64
metal powder particles. These spikes’ contribution to the Ssk became significant after
removing the waviness portion from the measured surface.

Although a Gaussian high-pass filter with a cut-off value of 0.1 mm could be used
to suppress the longer wavelength components for determining the surface features, this
could also remove the surface features due to the presence of unmelted and partially
melted Ti64 metal powder particles sintered to the surface. Note that in this study, the
length scale of FOV was similar to the minimum cut-off value of 0.1 mm, and therefore
by using small sampling lengths during measurement, it should be possible to obtain
accurate values of the Ssk and Sku [24]. For this reason, this study primarily focused on
the areal surface texture parameters via the measured surface in the absence of a Gaussian
high-pass filtering to address the effect of heat treatment of SLM printed Ti64 specimens
on cell attachment.

3.3. Surface Morphology and Roughness Analysis

Figure 6a–f respectively show the height signals, contour plots of the wavelet trans-
form of the height signals, and the average wavelet spectra of untreated/heat-treated Ti64
specimens, where the height signals were directly obtained along the horizontal axis from
the symmetry center of the position (a) and position (g) (see Figure 3). In Figure 6b,e, the
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abscissa is the sampling length, the ordinate represents the characteristic length scales, and
the color bar indicates the magnitude of the wavelet coefficient W(a, b). As can be seen
from these two figures, there are multi characteristic scales that reveal periodic oscillations
for the height signals. For the case of untreated Ti64 specimen (Figure 6c), there existed
a small characteristic period around 14 µm, which is smaller than the mean particle size
of the Ti64 powders. Besides, there existed characteristic scales around 29 and 45 µm,
respectively, which were in the range of 1–2 powder sizes. Besides, there also existed a
large periodic characteristic scale around 84 µm, which is more than twice of the mean
particle size of the Ti64 powders. As discussed in Figure 2a, unmelted Ti64 metal powder
particles were sintered to the structure’s surface during manufacturing. We speculated that
there might exist powder-size subpopulations. When these subpopulations are uniformly
distributed and sintered to the surface, periodic characteristic scales appeared and could
be decomposed via the wavelet transform of the height signals.

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Figure	6.	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

Figure 6. Wavelet-based multi-resolution analysis for the characteristic length scales of untreated and
heat-treated Ti64 substrates. (a–c)/(d–f) respectively show the height signals, contour plots of the
wavelet transform of the height signals, and the average wavelet spectra of untreated/heat-treated
Ti64 specimens, where the height signals were directly obtained along the horizontal axis from the
symmetry center of the position (a) and position (g) (see Figure 3).

For the case of heat-treated Ti64 specimen (Figure 6f), there existed characteristic scales
around 19 and 47 µm, respectively, where the former was smaller than the powder diameter
and the latter was in the range of 1–2 powder sizes. Therefore, we focus on calculating
periodic characteristic scales that appear in the range of 1–2 powder sizes, and define the
mean value of the periodic characteristic scales as the primary peak. The results showed
that for heat-treated specimens, the value of the primary peak statistically significantly
increased from 37.4± 3.8 to 45.6± 6.9 µm (n = 5, p = 0.048), which revealed that an increase
in the periodic characteristic length scale was primarily due to the formation of large-scale
aggregations of Ti64 metal powder particles on the heat-treated surface, as discussed in
Figure 2d,e.
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3.4. Surface Wettablity Analysis

To confirm the surface wettability, contact angle measurements were taken. As can
be seen in Figure S1, all Ti64 specimens were found to be hydrophobic, where the contact
angles for untreated and heat-treated Ti64 specimens were 126.4◦ ± 1.4◦ and 130.7◦ ± 2.3◦,
respectively (p = 0.05). The slightly increase in hydrophobicity for heat-treated Ti64 spec-
imens was most likely due to the presence of air pockets created by the formation of
large-scale aggregations of Ti64 metal powder particles on the heat-treated surface [36].
The hydrophobic property of SLM-fabricated Ti64 specimens was consistent with previous
result by A. Sarker et al. [36], but contrary to that obtained by M. Wang et al. [10].

3.5. Cell Viability Analysis

The cell viability of MG-63 cells attached to untreated/heat-treated Ti64 specimens
after 4, 24, and 72 h of incubation was examined using an MTT assay (Figure 7). Compared
with untreated specimens, MG-63 cells attached to the heat-treated surface showed a
statistically significant difference in viability after 4 and 24 h of incubation, which implied
the heat-treated surface promoted rapid cell attachment. After 72 h of incubation, the
proliferation for MG-63 cells attached on the heat-treated surface was still high, but the
difference was not statistically significant (p = 0.08). These results indicating that heating
process could enhance the cell proliferation due to the promotion of attachment of MG-63
cells especially occurred in the initial 4 h of cell attachment.

Figure 7. Determination of cell viability by an MTT assay. The MTT assay was performed to
evaluate cell viability of osteoblast-like human MG-63 cells attached to untreated and heat-treated
Ti64 substrates after 4, 24, and 72 h of incubation (n = 5, *, p < 0.05; **, p < 0.01).

3.6. Cell Adhesion Analysis

MG-63 cells were stained with PI dye to explore the relationship between the surface
texture parameters and cell attachment. We used the 40× objective lens in the absence
and presence of 1.5× intermediate magnification to visualize MG-63 cells attached to the
untreated and heat-treated Ti64 specimens. Fluorescence images of cell nuclei were applied
to identify the vertical distance (∆H) between the highest and lowest position of MG-63
cells attached to the specimens, where values of ∆H were identified via adjusting the
objective lens in the vertical direction (see also Movie S1). Here, ten sets of fluorescence
images were selected on each Ti64 specimen, and three sets of these images are shown
in Figure 8. Figure 8a–l respectively show the highest/lowest positions of MG-63 cells
attached to untreated and heat-treated Ti64 specimens. As can clearly be seen in Figure 8,
MG-63 cells preferred lying in concave hollows. In addition, the present results showed
that for heat-treated specimens, values of ∆H statistically significantly decreased from
31.6 ± 4.2 to 8.8 ± 2.8 µm (n = 10, p < 0.01) when Sku decreased from 3.3 ± 0.6 (greater
than 3) to 2.6 ± 0.3 (less than 3), indicating a strong influence of Sku on cell attachment.
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This can simply be understood as the untreated specimen (Sku > 3) having relatively many
high peaks and low valleys compared to the heat-treated specimen, such that the spatial
distribution of cells in the vertical direction had a greater degree of change. This finding
suggests that 3D surface texture parameters can be employed to provide greater insights
into relationships between surface roughness features and cell attachment.

Figure 8. Fluorescence images of MG-63 cells attached to Ti64 specimens (cell nuclei stained with PI).
(a–c)/(d–f) and (g–i)/(j–l) are the highest/lowest positions of MG-63 cells attached to untreated and
heat-treated Ti64 specimens, respectively. Scale bar 30 µm.

We adopted a microscopy-based approach to separately map 3D surface topographies
of untreated and heat-treated Ti64 specimens and visualizing the highest/lowest MG-
63 cells attached to Ti64 specimens, which allowed indirect probing of the relationship
between the surface texture parameters and cell attachment in the present work. We
are now trying to integrate fluorescence detection into the laser confocal 3D profiler that
allows direct probing of both 3D surface topographies and the corresponding MG-63 cell
attachment simultaneously.

4. Conclusions

In summary, this study investigated the effects of heat treatment of SLM-fabricated
Ti64 specimens on the surface morphology, areal surface texture parameters, and contact
angles that are crucial in osseointegration and implant infections. The SEM images showed
that the untreated Ti64 specimens primarily consists of microscale features, whereas the
surface of a heat-treated specimen had a hierarchical structure consisting of microscale
features and nanoscale features. The 3D surface height was measured using a laser confocal
3D profiler to determine the surface texture parameters. Values of Sa and Sq were not sensi-
tive to the surface topography of the untreated or heat-treated Ti64 specimens; however, Ssk
and Sku revealed distinct differences between the two surfaces. The wavelet-based multi-
resolution analysis was applied to investigate the characteristic length scales of untreated
and heat-treated Ti64 specimens. Both Ti64 specimens revealed periodic oscillations for the
height signals. The primary peak value significantly increased from 37.4 ± 3.8 (untreated)
to 45.6± 6.9 µm (heat-treated) primarily due to the formation of large-scale aggregations of
Ti64 metal powder particles on the heat-treated surface. The contact angle measurements
revealed all Ti64 specimens were found to be hydrophobic, where the contact angles for un-
treated and heat-treated Ti64 specimens were 126.4◦ ± 1.4◦ and 130.7◦ ± 2.3◦, respectively.
Compared with untreated specimens, MG-63 cells attached to the heat-treated surface
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showed a significant difference in proliferation after 4, and 24 h of incubation. The present
results showed a strong influence of kurtosis (Sku) on cell attachment; therefore, 3D surface
texture parameters can be extended to explore the relationship between surface roughness
and cell attachment. The potential biomedical context of this study is alveolar bone to Ti64
dental implant. We are currently using the proposed a continuous-wave laser-induced
forward transfer (CW-LIFT) system [37] for cell printing on the untreated and heat-treated
Ti64 specimens for tissue engineering applications, and these results will be reported in the
near future.

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online at https://www.mdpi.com/2076-3
417/11/5/2234/s1, Figure S1. The wettability of the untreated (left) and heat-treated (right) SLM-
fabricated Ti64 specimens. Table S1. The areal surface texture parameters via the measured surface
in the filtering presence for untreated and heat-treated Ti64 specimens. Video S1: The real-time
fluorescence images of MG-63 cells attached to untreated Ti64 specimens (cell nuclei stained with
PI). (AVI).
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