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Abstract

This chapter details how plasma treatments can be used to tailor the wettability
of polymers. A plasma is an excited gas, and exposure of a polymer to a plasma
discharge generally results in an enhancement in surface energy and associated
with this is an increase in wettability. The effect however can be short lived due
to hydrophobic recovery. In this review the use of both low and atmospheric
plasmas for the activation of polymers will be discussed, as will the use of these
plasmas for the deposition of plasma polymerised coatings. The latter can be used
to produce polymer surfaces with tailored functionalities, thus achieving stable
water contact angles ranging from superhydrophilic to superhydrophobic, as
required.

This review briefly introduces plasmas and plasma processing and includes an
overview of typical plasma treatment sources. This is followed by a review of the
use of plasma discharges to treat polymers and in particular to enhance their
surface energy, which is important for example in achieving enhanced adhesive
bond strength. The final section of this chapter focuses on the deposition of
plasma polymerised coatings and how these can be used to tailor both surface
chemistry and morphology. Thus the wettability of polymer surfaces can be
controlled.

Keywords: Plasma Treatments, Polymers, Water Contact Angle, Surface Acti‐
vation, PECVD
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1. Introduction

In the mid-nineteenth century, the Czech physiologist Jan Evangelista Purkinje introduced the
use of the Greek word plasma (meaning to be formed or moulded), to refer to the remains of
corpuscular material in blood [1, 2]. In 1928 the American scientist Irving Langmuir proposed
that electrons, ions and neutral species in an ionized gas are similar in arrangement to the
corpuscular material in blood [2]. This gave rise to the use of the word plasma in physics.
Plasmas are ionised gases, which consist of positive and negative ions, atoms and electrons,
as well as neutral species [3].

Plasmas can be divided into either thermal or non-thermal [4], the thermal plasmas being
characterised by high levels of ionisation [5]. Thermal plasmas are associated with joule heating
and thermal ionisation, which enables the delivery of high power at high operating pressures
[6]. They heat the entire gas stream during operation. Typical examples of thermal plasma
sources include plasma torches, plasma spray and arc jets [7]. Non-thermal plasmas, which
are often referred to as ‘cold’ plasmas or non-equilibrium plasmas are produced near room
temperature or a little above this temperature. For these plasmas, electrons acquire higher
energies than heavy particles (ions and molecules)—their energies ranging from 0.1 eV to some
electron volts. Due to the low density of the gas, collisions with the other species are relatively
rare and thermal equilibrium is not reached: the bulk temperature of the gas is comparable to
room temperature [8]. Non-thermal plasmas are therefore applied for the treatment of
polymers, and their use for controlling polymer wettability is the focus of this chapter.

A number of surface treatments have been applied to modify polymer surfaces in order to
enhance properties such as adhesion, wettability and printability. Amongst these are mechan‐
ical or chemical treatments as well as exposure to flames, photons, ion beams and other types
of radiation [9]. Mechanical treatment alone has limited effectiveness and due to health and
environmental concerns the use of chemical treatments with solvents, oxidants such as
chromates and permanganates, strong acids or bases, and sodium-liquid ammonia treatments
for fluoropolymers are becoming increasingly unacceptable [10]. Furthermore, wet chemical
treatments often give rise to problems of uniformity and reproducibility.

Amongst a range of different methods used to modifying polymer surfaces to improve
wettability and adhesion, plasma treatment has proved to be one of the most effective, ensuring
uniformity, besides being an environment-clean processing technology [11, 12]. Examples of
some of these plasma treatment publications, carried out at both low and at atmospheric
pressure, are given in Table 1.

1.1. Flame and corona treatment

As outlined earlier, the plasma processing of polymers generally involves technological
plasmas, operating in the non-thermal regime. One type of thermal plasma that is routinely
used to tailor polymer surfaces is a flame plasma [27]. These are formed by combining a
flammable gas with air. Brief exposures to particles within the flame affect the distribution and
density of electrons on the substrate and surface molecules are polarised through oxidation
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[28]. The high flame temperature (1000-2000 °C) and reaction with excited species in the flame
lead to an increased oxygen concentration at the treated surface [29]. These ‘hot’ plasmas can
interact with the polymer surface for some milliseconds, without thermally changing the
substrate [8]. Flame treatment has been used in the polymer industry for over 40 years with
considerable commercial success, particularly in the automotive industry for improving the
bonding of adhesives and dyes to car panels and plastic containers [30].

Non-thermal plasmas can be generated at various operating pressures ranging from low to
atmospheric pressure [31]. An example of non-thermal plasma used for surface treatment of
polymers is corona discharge [32]. This a non-arcing, non-uniform plasma that ignites the
region of the high electric field generated by the sharp points of the electrodes [33]. In order

Paper Title Year Ref.

Low pressure plasma

Surface modification of low density polyethylene (LDPE) film by low pressure O2 plasma treatment 2006 [13]

Influence of oxygen and nitrogen plasma treatment on polyethylene terephthalate (PET) polymers 2010 [14]

N2, N2-Ar and N2–He DC plasmas for the improvement of polymethylmethacrylate surface
wettability

2012 [15]

Improved adhesion of LDPE films to polyolefin foams for automotive industry using low-pressure
plasma

2008 [16]

Investigation of antibacterial and wettability behaviors of plasma-modified PMMA films for
application in ophthalmology

2014 [17]

Surface characterization of plasma treated polymers for applications as biocompatible carriers 2013 [18]

Surface characteristic of poly (p-phenyleneterephthalamide) fibers with oxygen plasma treatment 2008 [19]

Atmospheric pressure plasma

Extreme durability of wettability changes on polyolefin surfaces by atmospheric pressure plasma
torch

2010 [20]

Treatment of PET and PU polymers by atmospheric pressure plasma generated in dielectric barrier
discharge in air

2010 [21]

Surface modification of polycarbonate by atmospheric-pressure plasma jets 2012 [22]

Atmospheric plasma torch treatment of polyethylene/boron composites: effect on thermal stability 2014 [23]

Effect of atmospheric pressure plasma treatment on wettability and dryability of synthetic textile
fibres

2013 [24]

Atmospheric pressure plasma treatment of amorphous polyethylene terephthalate for enhanced
heatsealing properties

2012 [25]

Effect of surface wettability and topography on the adhesion of osteosarcoma cells on plasma
modified polystyrene

2011 [26]

Table 1. Overview providing examples of previous studies on the use of both low and atmospheric plasmas for
tailoring polymer surface properties (particularly wettability)
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to prevent arcing, grounded surfaces cannot be near these field emission points, as a result the
discharge is, by nature, non-uniform: plasma density drops off rapidly with increasing
distance from the electrode [33]. In a similar mechanism to flame treatments, a corona
treatment causes surface oxidation of polymers. Electrons, ions, excited species and photons,
present in the discharge, react with the polymer surface to form radicals. These can in turn
react rapidly with atmospheric oxygen [34]. The attraction of using flame treatment as opposed
to corona discharge treatment rests with the ease with which non-uniform shapes can be
treated and the perceived longevity of the treatment conferred in the flaming process. Indeed
flame treatment is reported to provide better stability than corona treatment [35]. Amongst the
advantages of corona and flame treatments are that these two processes can be used in
continuous operation, and that they use relatively simple and cost effective equipment. The
disadvantages of these treatments are that they are carried out in the open air, which often
makes it difficult to control the uniformity or chemical nature of the modification, due to
variations in ambient conditions such as humidity, contaminations and air pressure or
temperature [36]. Examples of corona treatment and the glow formed using flame are shown
in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Example of corona treatment (left) [37] and the glow formed using flame treatment (right) [38]

1.2. Low pressure and atmospheric pressure plasmas

Low pressure plasma treatment is used widely in material processing. For example for plasma
etching in the semiconductors industry [39] as well as the deposition of coatings such as
diamond like carbon (DLC) for tribological applications [40]. For polymer processing low
pressure plasmas are used in applications ranging from achieving enhanced adhesion, for
contaminant removal, and for coating deposition, i.e. in the medical device sector [12, 15, 41].
These plasmas however have several disadvantages including the requirement of vacuum
processing equipment as well as limitations on the size of parts that can be placed into a
vacuum chamber [42].

Plasmas can be generated by a number of discharge types including direct-current (DC)
discharges, low-frequency discharges (e.g. corona treatment; kHz range), radio-frequency (rf)
discharges (MHz range), and microwave discharges (GHz range) [43]. A schematic of a typical
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low pressure rf plasma system used for polymer treatments is given in Figure 2. This consists
of a biased platin on which the polymer to be treated is located. The discharge can be monitored
using optical emission spectroscopy to identify the active gaseous species.

Figure 2. Schematic of a capacitive coupled rf reactor. Note the window for optical emission spectroscopy (OES) ex‐
amination of the plasma

In contrast to the use of low pressure discharges the use of atmospheric plasmas offer a
considerable level of flexibility. These sources typically generate plasmas at high frequencies
(>1 kHz). This facilitates the formation of a homogeneous glow discharge via a Penning
ionisation mechanism [44]. The homogeneity of the grounded discharges makes them ideal
for surface treatments such as wettability enhancement, metal reduction, surface fluorination
and film deposition. They can be applied as a continuous and cost-effective process [42].
Compared with corona plasmas the density of the atmospheric plasma is higher which
enhances the rate and degree to which the ionised molecules are incorporated onto the polymer
surface. An increased rate of ion bombardment occurs, which may result in stronger material
bonding. Atmospheric plasma treatment technology also eliminates a possibility of treatment
on a material's non-treated side, also known as backside treatment [17].

One widely used atmospheric pressure plasma source is the jet design. It typically consists of
two concentric electrodes through which a mixture of helium, oxygen or other gases flow [45].
The discharge is ignited and operates on a feed stock gas, which flows between an outer
grounded, cylindrical electrode and a central electrode, and produces a high velocity effluent
stream of highly reactive chemical species. Once the gas exits the discharge volume, ions and
electrons are rapidly lost by recombination, but the fast flowing effluent still contains neutral
metastable species and radicals [45]. A schematic and photograph of an APP jet system
operating at approx. 22 kHz is shown in Figure 3 [46].
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Figure 3. Schematic (left) and photograph (right) of the Plasma Treat APP jet [46]

2. Plasma treatment of polymers

Reviews on the treatment of polymers using low and atmospheric pressure plasmas have been
reported previously by a number of authors [47, 48]. These studies demonstrate that plasmas
have been used extensively, both to activate polymers and deposit plasma polymerised
coatings. Plasma treatment has become an important industrial process for modifying polymer
surfaces properties such as adhesion, friction, penetrability, wettability, dyeability and
biocompatibility [49]. Plasma processing presents some major advantages: it is a dry, clean,
and very fast process, having a very low specific consumption of chemicals and energy, while
it affects only the surface and not the bulk material [50]. The surface modification techniques
of polymer materials can be divided into three categories: (i) cleaning or etching by removal
of material from the surface (ii) surface reactions producing functional groups and cross-
linking and (iii) deposition of thin films on the surface [51].

2.1. Plasma etching

Plasma etching involves the removal of materials from a polymer surface by chemical reactions
and physical etching at the surface to form volatile products [52]. Plasma etching is a partic‐
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ularly important processing technology in the fabrication of semiconductor devices, for
example for the removal of silicon [3]. In the case of polymeric substrates the energy used is
lower and it normally involves the removal of organic contaminants from the polymer surface.
This plasma etching can proceed through three different pathways [53]. Firstly, a polymer
substrate is etched by chemical reaction of reactive plasma species (e.g. radicals, ions) with the
surface, referred to as chemical etching. Secondly, ion bombardment of a polymer surface
causes sputtering of the surface, which is a physical process. Finally, UV radiation from the
plasma phase causes dissociation of chemical bonds, which leads to formation of low molecular
weight (LMW) material. In general, these three etching mechanisms occur simultaneously
during the plasma treatment of a polymer and induce a flow of volatile (LMW) products from
the substrate to the plasma. This causes a gradual weight loss of the treated polymeric material.
As a result of their exposure to a plasma of sufficiently high plasma power, the top layer on
the polymer can be ablated. Chain-scission of the macromolecules is reported to be the main
mechanism for this ablation process [54]. Even after short plasma exposure time ablation can
occur, which also alters the surface topography resulting in an enhancement in wettability
without modifying surface texture, but over-treatment can yield a very porous surface.
Parameters that influence the effectiveness of this etching process are the type of polymer being
treated, the applied power and the type of gas discharge formed. These processing parameters
are considered individually as follows.

Effect of discharge power – The plasma etching rate of a given polymer increases with
discharge power [55]. Upon higher energy input, the density of plasma reactive species as well
as their acceleration towards the substrate will increase, resulting in more severe etching.

Effect of polymer type – The chemical structure and physical properties, e.g. melting tem‐
perature (Tm), glass transition temperature (Tg), crystallinity of polymers, have a major
influence on their etching rate [53]. Many studies have been aimed at providing an increased
understanding of the relationship between etch resistance and a polymer’s chemical structure
[18, 56]. One of the first comprehensive studies in this field was performed by Taylor and Wolf
[53], who investigated the oxygen plasma etching behaviour of 40 different polymers. They
reported that strong backbone bonds, aromatic and polar functional groups, and metallic
atoms decrease etching rates. P. Slepicka et al. [18] studied the effect of argon plasma treatments
on the roughness and the rate of etching of the polymers polyethylene terephthalate (PET),
high-density polyethylene (HDPE), poly tetrafluoro-ethylene (PTFE) and poly L-lactic acid
(PLLA)—the highest level of loss at 73 nm, was observed for the PLLA after a 240 seconds of
treatment time. Under the same treatment conditions the thickness loss observed for PTFE was
39 nm and that for PET was 27 nm. Vesel et al. [56] compared the etching rates of different
polymers (PMMA, PS, LDPE, HDPE, PVC and PTEF) using an oxygen plasma at a frequency
of 27.12 MHz and a power of 200 W. They found that the polymer-etching rate increased
linearly with treatment time with individual polymers etching at different rates and no
correlation was obtained between the polymer chemical structure and its etching rate. As a
general trend polymers with a lower melting temperature exhibit higher etching rates. The
measured etching rates were roughly in the following order:
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PVC PMMA PE PET PTFE PS          > > > > >

A comparison of the physical characteristics of a range of different polymers and their etching
rates is shown in Table 2.

Polymer
Thickness

(mm)
Density
(g/cm3)

Melting Temp.
°C

Max. working
Temp.

°C

Time
when

melting
starts

Etching
rate at
20 s of

Treatment

PVC 0.50 1.40 100 50–75 ~ 30 s 178 nm/s

LDPE 1.00 0.92 110 50–90 ~ 100 s 31 nm/s

HDPE 1.00 0.95 130 55–120 ~ 100 s 34 nm/s

PMMA 0.50 1.19 160 50–90 / 6 nm/s

PS 0.125 1.05 240 50–95 ~ 40 s 13 nm/s

PETA 0.25 1.3-1.6 < 260 115–170 ~ 40 s 27 nm/s

PET B 0.25 1.3-1.6 260 115–170 ~ 100 s 35 nm/s

PTFE 0.20 2.20 327 180–260 / 18 nm/s

Table 2. Comparison of the physical characteristics of the polymers shown and their etching rates [56]

Effect of plasma gas type – Probably, the most important discharge parameter in polymer
etching is the type of plasma gas being used. Amongst those investigated have been oxygen,
hydrogen, nitrogen, carbon dioxide, air, water, ammonia, tetrafluoromethane, the noble gases
(e.g. helium, neon, argon), or mixtures (e.g. CF4/O2) [53]. Inert gases such as argon (Ar) or
helium (He) generally induce relatively low etching rates compared to oxidative and fluori‐
nating plasmas. In general the rate of etching is in the following order:

Ar CF CO air O4 2 2   .< < < <

Oxygen gas plasmas in particular are recognised to be very reactive etchants. Addition of
CF4 to an oxygen plasma will further increase the etching rate of a polymer by increasing
oxygen atom concentrations relative to those obtained in pure oxygen plasma [53]. Hsu et al.
[57] studied the dependence of gas composition to the plasma etching chemistry of a poly‐
phenylene oxide (PPO). They found that the maximum etch rate was obtained at 20% CF4 and
did not oincide with a maximum in atomic oxygen concentration. This indicates that the etch
mechanism is not totally controlled by atomic oxygen and that atomic fluorine participates in
the etching processes.

2.2. Surface reactions

In addition to the removal of material from a polymer surface during plasma treatments,
significant chemical changes at the surface can occur. The surface chemistry and structure can
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be modified by the activated gaseous species [58]. Reactions between gas-phase species and
the surface produce functional groups and cross-linking at the surface.

Helium, neon and argon are examples of inert gases that are widely used in plasma treatment.
Due to its lower cost, argon is by far the most common inert gas used [52]. One of the conse‐
quences of inert gas plasma-irradiation is an effective energy transfer to the solid surface, a
large amount of stable free radicals are created, so that even several seconds of plasma
irradiation are sufficient to cause changes in the surface without affecting the bulk properties
[59]. If a plasma reaction is to be carried out with a high system pressure, but a low reactive
gas flow rate, an inert gas can serve as a diluent [60]. The exposure of the polymer to the inert
gas plasma is sufficient to abstract hydrogen and to form free radicals at or near the surface.
This can then interact to form the cross-linkages and unsaturated groups through chain
scission. A further effect of the plasma is the removal of weakly bound low-molecular-weight
materials or their conversion into a higher molecular-weight by cross-linking reactions [61].
This treatment has been known as CASING (cross-linking by activated species of inert gases).

It has been reported that [62] for oxygen-containing polymers, the oxygen to carbon ratio
decreases during noble gas plasma treatment, probably due to the loss of CO or CO2. This is
illustrated for PET, bis-phenol-A-polycarbonate (PC), and PMMA after Ar plasma treatment
in Figure 4. The decrease in oxygen was measured by XPS. The rate of oxygen loss for PMMA
and PET are nearly identical; however that for PC is much more rapid. This suggests that the
carbonate oxygen of the PC exhibits a much more labile chemistry. All three polymer surfaces
reach a steady-state value of ~28% oxygen loss, suggesting a steady-state surface composition
as typically encountered in etched materials.

Unlike the case of the noble gas, only plasmas with the introduction of small amounts of a
reactive gas to the noble gas can result in the formation of reactive functional groups on the
polymer surface [62]. An example is shown in Table 3, where in addition to argon, mixtures
of 1, 5 and 10% O2 in Ar as well as a pure oxygen plasma were used to modify several polymer
surfaces. Significant amounts of oxygen are incorporated in all cases where oxygen is present,
although the amount of incorporated oxygen is greatest with the pure O2 plasma. The amount
of incorporated oxygen in the surface, was observed to correlate with the concentration of
O2 in the plasma gas mixture, with the Ar/10% O2 approaching the value obtained with the
pure O2 discharge. This observation is consistent with the improvement in adhesion observed
for evaporated metals on polymers treated with Ar/O2 mixtures, as compared to that obtained
for an Ar only discharge. It has been reported that the degree of incorporation of new functional
groups with reactive/noble gas mixtures may depend on the efficiency of the VUV radiation
emitted by the gases [62]. The efficiency approximately follows the sequence

2 2 2He > Ne > H > Ar ~ O ~ N

From this sequence it can be concluded that mixtures of the reactive gases such as O2 with He
may be more effective at incorporating oxygen compared to mixtures of reactive gases with
Ar.
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Plasma gas PE PS PET

Untreated
Ar
Ar/1% O2

Ar/5% O2

Ar/10% O2

O2

0
0
2
5
11
15

0
0
3
7
13
18

28
26
30
32
35
38

Table 3. Atom percent of oxygen for PE, PS and PET surfaces as determined by XPS after the Ar, O2, and Ar/O2 gas
plasma treatments. Note the increase in oxygen with the increase in the content of this gas in the plasma used to treat
the individual polymers [62]

The use of inert gas plasma to improve wettability of polymer surface has been widely studied
[18, 50] P. Slepicka et al. [18] investigated the surface properties of PET, HDPE, PTFE and PLLA
polymers after treatment using DC argon plasma for different treatment times and discharge
powers. The effect of the plasma was monitored based on water contact angle as shown in
Figure 5. For PTFE the higher the plasma power applied the more pronounced decrease of
contact angle was observed. Exposure to plasma leads to a partial defluorination by –C–F bond
scission or polymer chain breakage. The –C–F may arise from the ion interaction, which can
react with other radical on polymer surface, air oxygen, –C=C– bonds may be created on the
plasma activated surface. The PTFE surface exhibits lower free radical count available for

Figure 4. X-ray photoelectron spectroscopy data illustrating the loss in surface oxygen as a function of Ar plasma treat‐
ment time for PMMA, PET and PC, treatment time in seconds [62]
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reaction with oxygen or nitrogen in comparison to other polymers [18]. PET exhibited a
significantly higher decrease of contact angle after plasma treatment compared with PTFE.
The decrease in contact angle is connected to changes in surface chemistry and indicates an
increase of surface polarity. The interaction of PET with plasma leads to the –C–O– bond
breakage in ester groups, resulting in a disruption in the polymer chain. Treatment of HDPE
was reported to cause the creation of double bonds in the polymeric layer and forming of
oxidised functional groups on the surface. These groups are created by the interaction of
activated surface with gases from the atmosphere during the modification or, more often after
the procedure [18].

Figure 5. Dependence of water contact angle on the plasma exposure time for plasma-treated PET, HDPE, PTFE and
PLLA. Modified graph from data reported in [18]

Oxygen and oxygen-containing plasmas are probably the most widely used for polymer
surface modification [19]. The oxygen plasma can react with the polymers to produce a variety
of oxygen functional groups, including C-O, C=O, O-C=O, C-O-O and CO3. In an oxygen
plasma, two processes occur simultaneously: etching of the polymer through the reactions of
oxygen atoms with the surface carbon atoms, giving volatile reaction products. The other is
the formation of oxygen rich functional groups at the polymer surface, obtained by reactions
between the active species from the plasma and the surface atoms.
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Nitrogen containing plasmas are also widely used to improve wettability, printability,
bondability, electrical conductivity and biocompatibility of polymer surfaces [15]. Nitrogen
plasmas are characterised not only by the appearance of highly vibrationally excited molecules,
but also their molecules that can have a variety of electronically excited states, most of them
being metastable, that make the plasma a rich source of excited nitrogen species [15]. As
previously reported, changing the plasma gas or gas composition can be a possible option to
improve the analytical performance of the glow discharge plasma [63].

Ita Junkar et al. [14] studied the effect of low pressure rf oxygen and nitrogen plasmas on the
surface chemistry of polyethylene. They found that new functional groups are formed on the
surface after plasma treatment as shown in Table 4. Interestingly, the saturation with nitrogen
and oxygen was achieved after 3 seconds of nitrogen plasma treatment, as further treatment
had only a minor effect on the chemical composition [14]. In contrast, oxygen plasma treatment
showed saturation with oxygen after 30 seconds of treatment.

PET surface Treatment time (s) C (at.%) O (at.%) N (at.%)

Theoretical
Untreated
Nitrogen plasma
Oxygen plasma

-
0
3
30
90
3
30
90

71.4
79.2
63.5
60.2
60.1
62.0
57.8
55.8

28.6
20.8
24.3
26.1
26.2
38.0
42.2
44.2

0
0
12.2
13.7
13.7
-
-
-

Table 4. Chemical composition of PET surface after treatment in oxygen and nitrogen plasma for the exposure times
shown [14]

Ita Junkar et al. [14] also reported that plasma treatment had as expected altered the wettability
of PET surface. They found that treating the PET for 3 seconds resulted in a decrease in water
contact angle from 72° for the untreated polymer to 24° and 19° for nitrogen and oxygen plasma
treatments respectively. Longer treatment times resulted in a further enhancement in wetta‐
bility, particularly after oxygen plasma treatments, with a contact angle value of approximately
3°, obtained after 90 seconds of treatment.

In addition to the type of gas discharge plasma, amongst the other plasma parameters affecting
the wettability of polymer surfaces are treatment time and discharge power [61, 64]. Table 5
summarises the effect of discharge power and treatment time on the wettability of polyethy‐
lene (PE) using a microwave electron cyclotron resonance (ECR) plasma. From this table it is
clear that the oxygen plasma is more effective than the argon plasma at reducing water contact
angle. The authors also noted that both prolonged treatment times, as well as higher micro‐
wave power causes a deterioration in the polymer surfaces [61].
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Treatment
time (s)

Argon plasma treated
at microwave power

Oxygen plasma treated
At microwave power

100 W 150 W 200 W 100 W 150 W 200 W

0
60

120
180

66
64
62
58

66
57
51
47

0
60

120
180

66
64
62
58

66
57
51
47

0
60

120
180

Table 5. Water contact angle of PS and PE treated with Ar and O2 plasma [61]

2.2.1. Hydrophobic recovery

Plasma activated polymer surfaces generally undergo a phenomenon known as hydrophobic
recovery (aging); this involves a gradual increase in the water contact angle of polymers with
time [65]. Several mechanisms for these observed changes in surface properties during
hydrophobic recovery have been proposed, including the diffusion and reaction of free
radicals, the diffusion or reorientation of polar surface groups toward the bulk and the
recontamination of the plasma-cleaned surfaces. A longer and more intense plasma treatment
is helpful to stabilise the hydrophilic properties [66]. This aging behaviour is usually strongly
affected by environmental conditions. High temperature helps the polymer chain to move
freely and accelerate the surface rearrangement. In the case of high humidity, the water
molecules are adsorbed on the hydrophilic surface and these water molecules disturb the
rotation or diffusion of polar groups [67].

An example of hydrophobic recovery is shown in Figure 6 [46]. In this case involving the air
plasma treatment of polystyrene, almost complete hydrophobic recovery occurs one day after
polymer activation. This figure demonstrates the effect of varying the pulsed plasma cycling
time (PCT) on the water contact angle of polystyrene (PS) polymer. The PCT term determines
the effective duty cycle. For example, a PCT of 50% equates to 50% of the power that the power
supply can deliver for a given set voltage level [46]. The contact angle remained almost constant
at all treatments between 5 and 70% PCT. The contact angle value then decreased to lower
values with the more intense plasma obtained above 80% PCT values. After five days the water
contact angle gradually increases to close to that obtained for the untreated polymer of 83°.

2.2.2. Applications of plasma surface treatments

Polymers are widely applied in fields ranging from biomaterials to automobile components
[10]. Tailoring surface properties such as chemical composition, hydrophilicity, roughness,
crystallinity, lubricity and cross-linking density are required for the success in these applica‐
tions [60]. While polymers have excellent bulk material and mechanical properties they often
do not possess the surface properties needed for these applications. Plasma treatments are
therefore applied to enhance surface properties, examples include the following.
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2.2.2.1. Adhesion enhancement

A particular focus of research on plasma-treated polymer base materials is related to adhesion
enhancement [16, 68, 69]. The main factors affecting on the surface adhesion of polymer surface
are the polymer hydrophilicity and surface roughness [55]. Example of the effect of atmos‐
pheric He plasma treatment on the surface roughness of PET polymer is shown in Figure 7.

Figure 7. AFM analysis of untreated (left) and He plasma treated APET (right). The roughness (Ra) increased from 0.4
to 0.9 nm after the plasma treatment [25]

Figure 6. Polystyrene water contact angle (recovery; time 1 h, 1 d and 5 d) versus plasma cycling time (PCT) (%). Treat‐
ment conditions: PWM 25 kHz, air volume = 76.6 l min-1 and gap distance 16 mm [46]
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Zhiqiang Gao et al. [55] investigated the effect of atmospheric pressure plasma (13.56 MHz)
treatments of polyamids on their subsequent T-peel strength. As shown in Figure 8 it was
found that the peel strength increases with longer plasma treatment but appeared to reach a
maximum after approximately 120 seconds, under the conditions used. Other authors have
shown that over plasma treatment of polymers can result in loss in adhesion, due to thermal
damage of the treated surface [69].

Figure 8. Dependence of T-peel strength on He/O2 plasma treatment time [55]

2.2.2.2. Heat-sealing

In addition to the activation of polymers prior to adhesive bonding, a further application of
plasmas is to enhance heat-sealing efficiency. The basic sealing methodology is the bonding
together of two polymer surfaces by bringing them into intimate contact while they are in a
partially molten state [70]. Heat-sealed polymer trays are widely used for packaging food
products, particularly meat and fish [25]. The advantage of plasmas pre-treating the polymers
prior to heat sealing is a reduction in the required sealing temperature to achieve full bond
strength [71]. For example, treatment of amorphous polyethylene terephthalate (APET)
polymer used in food packaging using an atmospheric He plasma yielded up to a 25-fold
increase in the heat-sealed polymer peel strength, compared to that obtained for the untreated
polymer [25]. This was achieved at a temperature of 140°C, while normal heat-sealing takes
place at about 180°C.

2.2.2.3. Removal of contaminates

In addition to the activation of polymers, contaminant layers can also be removed. An example
is shown in Figure 9 where a thin layer of the mould release agent Frekote (approx. 8 nm thick)
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is removed from the surface of an epoxy composite [72]. Based on reflectance infra-red
measurements the cured Frekote was fully broken down after 5 seconds of air plasma treat‐
ment. No thermal damage to the composite surface was observed. For this application it is
critically important to provide sufficient energy to remove the organic contaminant but not to
damage the composite surface.

Figure 9. The reflectance FTIR spectra demonstrate the decrease in the intensity of the peaks associated with Frekote
on an epoxy composite, with duration of the air plasma exposure.

2.2.2.4. Biomedical

Plasma treatments have been used extensively to modify biomaterials [52]. An example of a
polymer that has been investigated using plasma treatment is polymethylmethacrylate
(PMMA). In a recent study Fatemeh Rezaei et al. [17] used an rf oxygen plasma to enhance the
antibacterial and wettability properties of (PMMA) polymer for biomedical applications,
especially ophthalmology. They investigate the antibacterial performance against Escherichia
coli ATCC 25922 by using a modified plate-counting method. Up to a 2 log reduction in bacterial
adhesion was observed on the plasma modified polymer. The effect of hydrophobic recovery
on the antibacterial performance of the polymer was however not investigated. This study
concluded that the bacterial adhesion mechanism is more highly dependent on the surface
wettability and hydrophilicity compared to the surface roughness.
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2.3. Plasma coating of polymer surfaces

Plasma polymerisation has been defined as the formation of polymeric materials under the
influence of plasma [29]. It refers to the deposition of polymer films through plasma dissoci‐
ation due to the excitation of an organic monomer gas and subsequent deposition and
polymerisation of the excited species on the surface of a substrate [3]. The process of plasma
polymerisation involves reactions between plasma species, between plasma and surface
species, and between surface species [71]. In plasma polymerisation, the transformation of low-
molecular weight molecules (monomers) into high-molecular-weight molecules (polymers) is
achieved due to the effect of energetic plasma species such as electrons, ions and radicals [52].
In this way plasma polymerisation is clearly chemically very different from conventional
polymerisation as it involves radicals and ions [52]. Plasma polymers do not comprise
repeating monomer units, but instead complicated units containing cross-linked, fragmented
and rearranged units from the monomers. Unlike the case of plasma activated polymer where
hydrophobic recovery causes increased contact angles to change with time after treatment, the
chemistry of the plasma polymerisation controls and fixes the water contact angle of the coated
polymer.

Polymeric thin films obtained using plasma-enhanced chemical vapour deposition (PECVD)
have several advantages over films produced by conventional polymerisation. The resulting
thin, pinhole-free films that are highly coherent and adherent to a variety of substrates may
be prepared from monomers not polymerisable by conventional means. The deposited films
can be tailored to exhibit properties such as chemically inertness, mechanically tough and
thermally stable. They have thus been used in a wide variety of electrical, optical and bio‐
medical applications [73]. Additionally, plasma polymerised surfaces have economical
advantage of a ‘‘green’’, environmentally benign, technology as compared to other processing
methods [74].

Siloxane monomers provide a large number of possible reactants for plasma polymerisation
reactions and are generally sufficiently volatile near room temperature, are nontoxic, non‐
flammable, commercially available, and exhibit safe handling besides being economical [71].
These compounds are preferentially used as monomers in low-pressure plasma deposition of
silica (SiO2) and non-stoichiometric SiOx films, whereby the latter may have varying hydro‐
carbon contents [75, 76]. Besides silane (SiH4), commonly used monomers for the PECVD of
SiO2 or SiOx films include tetraethoxysilane (TEOS), tetramethoxysilane (TMOS), tetrame‐
thylsilane (TMS), hexamethyldisiloxane (HMDSO) and hexamethyldisilazane (HMDS) [77,
78]. The presence of at least one organic group attached to the silicon atom (e.g., Si-CH3)
facilitates the transition between a ‘soft’ polymeric surface and SiO2 by controlling the
deposition process conditions. The carbon-silicon bond is very stable, nonpolar, and in the
presence of an alkyl group it gives rise to low surface energy and hydrophobic effects [71].

The plasma polymerisation process is carried on usually in a low pressure, low temperature
plasma such as those generated using direct current (dc), rf glow discharge (rfGD) and electron
cyclotron resonance (ECR) sources [79, 80]. These plasma sources can generate large area
uniform discharges with a well-controlled electron density [52]. An example of an oxygen rf
plasma study to deposit silicon oxide films was that reported by K. Teshima et al. [80]. The
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precursor was tetramethoxysilane and it was found that by heating the substrate to 50°C
enables carbon-free silicon oxide films to be deposited. Without this heating, during deposition
carbon impurities which existed as Si-CH were obtained in the deposited films.

Plasma polymerised coatings have been extensively deposited on polymers in order to tailor
surface energy, wettability and friction coefficient [79]. Many potential applications exist for
these films in optics (antireflection coatings), food packaging gas diffusion barrier films and
biomaterials engineering with respect to protein adsorption. A widely applied application of
the silica films is their use for gas barriers applications in food packaging [81]. As a result there
has been a strong demand for silica coatings on packaging polymers such as polyethylene
terephthalate (PET), oriented polypropylene, polyethylene and oriented nylon. K. Teshima et
al. [81] deposited silica films on PET, by low pressure low temperature PECVD using a mixture
of tetramethoxysilane (TMOS) and oxygen. They reported that with the presence of active
oxygen species, many types of contaminants in the film were largely eliminated, with the result
that a dense silica film was obtained. Due to their good gas-barrier properties, applications
include not only the manufacture of food packaging products, but also of organic electrolu‐
minescence displays and semiconductor devices.

2.3.1. Atmospheric plasma polymerised coatings

The precursors used for the low pressure deposition of plasma polymerised coatings can also
be used to deposit coatings at atmospheric pressure. As outlined earlier the advantages of the
atmospheric plasma source are ease of use, with the absence of a requirement for a deposition
chamber. A disadvantage for the coating deposition is that the control of coating chemistry
can be somewhat more complicated due to the formation of the discharge containing the
precursor in air. Nevertheless by selecting appropriate siloxane and fluorinated siloxane
precursors, it has been demonstrated that coatings exhibiting controlled water contact angles
(θ) ranging from hydrophilic (θ < 5°) to superhydrophobic (θ > 150°) can be obtained using
these plasmas [82]. This is demonstrated in Figure 10 where coatings were deposited in a He
jet discharge using TEOS, HMDSO, tetramethylcyclotetrasiloxane (TC) and perfluorooctyl‐
triethoxysilane precursors (FS). In addition to precursor type influencing the resulting water
contact angle and surface energy, further deposition parameters that were important in
influencing coatings chemistry and roughness were the precursor flow rate, jet source to
substrate distance and discharge power.

In addition to fluorosiloxanes, fluoropolymers monomers have been extensively investigated
as plasma polymerisable precursors for modifying material surfaces, due to their ability to
control surface energy (and wettability), friction coefficient, chemical inertness, low dielectric
constant and interactions with biological systems [71, 83]. Jacqueline Yim et al. [84] used
atmospheric pressure plasma jet to investigate the developing hydrophobic thin film coatings
on ultra-high molecular weight polyethylene (UHMWPE) films. Fluoroalkyl silanes,
(CH3CH2O)3 SiCH2CH2 (CF2)7CF3 and (CH3O)3SiCH2CH2CF3 and fluoroaryl silane, F5Ar‐
Si(OCH2CH3)3 monomers were used as precursor materials and helium was used as the carrier
gas. Optimal hydrophobic behaviour (contact angle of 110–116°) on the UHMWPE substrates
was achieved using heptadecafluoro-1,1,2,2-tetrahydrodecyl triethoxysilane, owing to its long
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alkyl chain consisting of eight fluorocarbon (CF2 and CF3) groups. The properties of these
polymers can be enhanced by producing mixed siloxane / fluoropolymer coatings [85]. In one
study the anti-oil fouling performance of fluoropolymer/TEOS and fluorosiloxane/TEOS
coatings were tested for 30 days at 95 °C on stainless steel separator discs in the engine of a
passenger ferry [86]. In addition to demonstrating the good adhesion and durability of these
approx. 100 nm thick coatings, they also exhibited significantly reduced levels of engine oil
foulant adhesion onto the separator discs.

2.3.1.1. Superhydrophobic (SH) coatings

Due to their self-cleaning and antistick properties there are a considerable range of potential
applications of superhydrophobic surfaces. These properties are desirable for many industrial
and biological applications such as self-cleaning windshields for automobiles, anti-biofouling
paints for boats, antisticking of snow for antennas and windows, stain resistant textiles,
antisoiling architectural coatings, the separation of water and oil. A particularly important
potential application is in the textile industry such as in the manufacture of water-proof, fire-
retardant clothes [87].

Atmospheric pressure plasma have been used for the deposition of SH coatings, which
generally exhibit a low polar chemistry in conjunction with a high surface roughness, such as
the needle-like morphology shown in Figure 11 (right), the advantage of using plasmas for
this application is firstly the relative speed of SH coating deposition as generally only a single-
step deposition process is required [71]. Superhydrophobic properties can also be obtained
using non-fluorinated precursors. An example is the hexamethyldisiloxane (HMDSO)

Figure 10. Water contact angle and surface energy measurements of uncoated and plasma polymer coated silicon wa‐
fer substrates [82]
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precursor, which as demonstrated in Figure 11 can be deposited as a low surface roughness
hydrophobic coating (water contact angle 96°), or by tailoring the deposition conditions as a
superhydrophobic coating (water contact angle 153°). The difference of 15 and 152 nm
respectively in the coating roughness (Ra), as shown in Figure 11, was achieved by altering
the jet orifice to substrate distance [85].

Figure 11. Optical profilometry images of the HMDSO hydrophobic coating (contact angle 96° - left) and superhydro‐
phobic coating (contact angle 153° - right) [85]

2.3.1.2. Biomaterial applications

Plasma polymerised coatings are increasingly being investigated for use in biomedical
applications. These include surface modification of biomaterials to enhance implant integra‐
tion, the development of targeted drug delivery systems for more effective localised treatment
of diseases, as well as therapeutic applications such as wound healing and sterilisation [71].

When an implant material is placed within the body, there are a number of interactions that
occur. These interactions take place at the interface between the material surface and the
biological environment. As a result, low-temperature plasma modification offers a potentially
excellent route to alter the surface properties of an implant material to enhance integration,
while retaining the operational functionality provided by the bulk material [71]. Table 6 lists
some of the more common research areas and applications of plasma treatment in biomaterials.
Low pressure rf plasmas for example have been used for deposited diglyme films on the
medical grade polyurethane substrates in order to produce a water contact angle of 22°
compared with 85° for the polymer itself to improve the coupling of polyurethanes with the
living environment [88]. Atmospheric plasmas have also been used for the application of
biofunctional coating to reduce inflammation, which may result in the formation of biofilms
and bacteria and consequently cause the rejection of implant materials [71]. To enhance the
hemocompatibility of blood contacting biomaterials, it is often beneficially to reduce the
attachment of serum proteins, which can lead to the formation of thrombin, inflammation and
implant rejection [66].
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Blood-compatible surfaces - Vascular grafts, catheters, stents, heart-valves, membranes (e.g. for haemodialysis), filters
(e.g. for blood cell separation), biomolecules immobilised on surfaces.
Non-fouling surfaces - Intraoculars (IOLs), contact lenses, wound healing, catheters, and biosensors.
Tissue engineering and cell culture - Cell growth, antibody production, essays, and vascular grafts.
Biosensors - Biomolecules immobilised on surfaces.
Barriers coatings - Drug-release, gas-exchange membranes, device protection, corrosion protection, reduction of
leaches (e.g. additives, catalysts, plasticisers, etc.)

Table 6. Examples of the potential use of plasma technology in the biomaterials industry [52, 66]

It is widely reported that proteins tend to adsorb more favourably onto surfaces with hydro‐
phobic properties [26]. Thus by deposition of plasma polymer films with specific chemical
functionality, a reduction in the attachment of proteins, which can lead to biofilm formation,
can be achieved. Through the deposition of siloxane films with varying water contact angle,
it has been shown that cell attachment can be controlled as illustrated in Figure 12 [26]. For the
siloxane coatings investigated in this study, the optimum MG63 (osteoblast) cell adhesion was
observed at a water contact angle of approximately 64°. Surfaces which were more hydrophilic
or hydrophobic led to a progressive reduction in the level of cell adhesion. The ability of
superhydrophobic atmospheric plasma polymerised coatings to act as passive surfaces which
resist bacterial (S. Aureus) adhesion has also been successfully demonstrated [82].

Figure 12. Influence of the plasma polymerised siloxane coated polystyrene water contact angle on osteoblast cell
(MG63) cell adhesion [26]

For fluorinated siloxane coatings, the level of cell adhesion was found to be directly dependent
on the level of fluorination. For example, a 13-fold decrease in cell adhesion was observed for
the surface with a water contact angle of 155° compared with that obtained at 110° [26]. It is
concluded from this and other studies that adhesion was also significantly influenced by cell
type, and that compared with the surface roughness, the surface chemistry was found to exhibit
a greater influence on cell adhesion.
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A number of studies have highlighted the use of atmospheric plasma to deposit antithrom‐
bogenic coatings. For example, Osaka et al. [89] indicated that the TMCTS coated surfaces
prevented blood plasma leakage, while also providing an improved antithrombogenic surface.
Clarotti et al. [90] used a low-temperature plasma system to deposit fluorocarbon coatings on
polymer membrane material to improve material biocompatibility and hemocompatibility.
The thrombogenicity of the treated membranes was shown to reduce after fluorocarbon
coating, while the filtering properties of the membranes remained unaffected.

3. Summary

This chapter provided an overview of a range of treatments used to tailor the surface properties
of polymers. In order to address their low surface energy a range of different treatments
including flame, corona, low and atmospheric pressure plasmas have been successfully
applied. Due to their controllability and speed of processing, plasmas are increasingly being
selected as the method of choice for controlled industrial polymer surface treatments. The
effect of the plasma-only treatments can be to remove contaminants, to enhance surface
roughness and to produce ‘active’ polymer surfaces (i.e. generally oxygen rich). While these
treatments are widely applied prior to adhesive bonding, the polymers may undergo hydro‐
phobic recovery. For more stable surfaces, which avoid this problem, it is necessary to deposit
a plasma polymerised coating. These coatings have been extensively studied, and by tailoring
coating chemistry and roughness surfaces with water contact angles from <10° to >150° can be
obtained, the wettability being controlled by the deposited coating surface chemistry and
roughness. These plasma polymerised coatings even at thickness levels of only 100 nm, have
been shown to exhibit a surprisingly high level of robustness, particularly when mixed
precursor monomers are used for coating deposition.
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