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Abstract
Triboelectric devices capable of harvesting ambient mechanical energy have attracted attention in
recent years for powering biomedical devices. Typically, triboelectric energy harvesters rely on
contact-generated charges between pairs of materials situated at opposite ends of the triboelectric
series. However, very few biocompatible polymeric materials exist at the ‘tribopositive’ end of the
triboelectric series. In order to further explore the use of triboelectric energy harvesting devices
within the body, it is necessary to develop more biocompatible tribopositive materials and look
into ways to improve their triboelectric performance in order to enhance the harvested power
output of these devices. Poly-L-lactic acid (PLLA) is a tribopositive biocompatible polymer,
frequently used in biomedical applications. Here, we present a way to improve the triboelectric
output of nanostructured PLLA through fine control of its crystallinity via a customised
template-assisted nanotube (NT) fabrication process. We find that PLLA NTs with higher values of
crystallinity (∼41%) give rise to a threefold enhancement of the maximum triboelectric power
output as compared to NTs of the same material and geometry but with lower crystallinity
(∼13%). Our results thus pave the way for the production of a viable polymeric and biocompatible
tribopositive material with improved power generation, for possible use in implantable
triboelectric nanogenerators.

1. Introduction
Implantable and wearable medical devices have been a staple of modern medicine since the first pacemaker
implantation surgery in 1958 [1]. Since then, many new implants have been developed to help manage a
wide range of medical problems, yet replacement of the power sources relies on frequent manual
intervention or additional invasive procedures [2, 3]. Triboelectric nanogenerators (TENGs) offer an
efficient method to harvest mechanical energy [4], one of the most abundant energy sources within the body,
to power the next generation of biomedical devices.
Triboelectric devices operate on the principle of contact electrification [5], whereby two surfaces are
brought into contact with one another and electric charge is exchanged between them based on a
combination of contact electrification and electrostatic induction. When connected via an external circuit
and separated after initial contact, the potential difference between the two surfaces drives the flow of
electrons around the circuit. The surfaces can be repeatedly contacted and separated to generate an
alternating current in the external circuit that can be used as a source of power. The choice of materials is an
important factor in the output of these devices, and is often guided by the triboelectric series [6]. This series
lists materials according to their ability to donate electrons (tribopositive materials) or accept electrons
(tribonegative materials), when used in a triboelectric device. It was first presented as an empirical series
however, more rigorous methods have recently been proposed relating the work function of the contacting
materials to the polarity and magnitude of charging [7, 8]. Using materials from opposite ends of the series
in a triboelectric energy harvesting device results in a larger exchange of charge upon contact, thereby giving
© 2021 The Author(s). Published by IOP Publishing Ltd
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rise to a larger output power. Currently, the materials choice for triboelectric devices for use in biomedical
applications is limited by the lack of suitable biocompatible polymeric tribopositive materials [9]. In
comparison, there are several known biocompatible polymeric tribonegative materials such as
polydimethylsiloxane and polytetrafluoroethylene (PTFE) [10], and therefore the lack of tribopositive
options hinders the progress of implantable triboelectric devices.
Improving the output of triboelectric devices can be achieved through choice of material, surface
modification (such as adding micro/nano features or altering the surface chemistry), charge injection, or
hybridisation with other energy harvesting technologies [11–14], such as the use of triboelectric and
piezoelectric devices in tandem to boost output from mechanical modes that cannot easily be harvested by
simple triboelectric devices [15]. However, there are problems with relying solely on surface morphology
changes to improve device output. For example, with prolonged use, micro and nanostructured features will
eventually wear down and the triboelectric performance enhancement from increased surface area will be
lost. Therefore, it is important to also focus on improving the output of the triboelectric materials being
used themselves. For materials that can operate safely in a biomedical implant, it is convenient to utilise
materials that are already common place in these devices, and to then tailor their properties to improve
their position in the triboelectric series. To elevate the position of a material, the magnitude of its surface
charge density must be increased [8], improving the transfer of charge between triboelectric layers upon
contact. Several methods have been used to do improve the surface potential of polymers such as: forming
secondary cross-linked networks within existing polymers [16], aligning polymer chains along fibre axes [17],
adding different types of electrolytes to polyvinyl alcohol to form solid polymer electrolytes with
different surface potentials [18], changing the applied polarity to the nozzle during electrospinning of
polymethyl-methacrylate (PMMA) [19], and controlling the crystallinity of nylon-11 [20].
Poly-L-lactic acid (PLLA) is an attractive option as a tribopositive polymer since it is already commonly
used in biomedical applications, including for in vivo structures such as ligament and tendon repair, and
vascular stents [21, 22]. Polylactic acid (PLA) has previously been reported to be tribopositive and has been
used in energy harvesting devices [23–26]. However, in this study, we choose to instead use PLLA which,
being piezoelectric [27], possesses a remanent polarisation and therefore a larger surface charge density. PLA,
in contrast, is non-piezoelectric and therefore does not possess any remanent polarisation. When PLLA is
nanostructured into nanotubes (NTs) of large aspect ratio, due to its piezoelectricity [28–30], a remnant
surface charge results from dipolar alignment caused by preferential crystallite orientation along the long axis
of the NTs. Importantly, this allows the magnitude of the remanent surface charge to be controlled via
polymer crystallinity, as it has been shown that crystalline NTs have higher surface charge than amorphous
NTs [30]. This effect of increased surface charge with increased crystallinity has also been observed in
polymers such as the α and δ ′ phases of nylon-11 [20, 31]. However, nanostructured nylon-11 requires the
assistance of a rigid anodised aluminium oxide (AAO) template to retain nanowire alignment. On the other
hand, nanostructured PLLA does not require such additional mechanical support, which further lends
credence to its consideration as a strong candidate for triboelectric applications in biomedical settings
[32, 33].
PLLA has previously been used as the tribopositive surface in triboelectric energy harvesters [34–36].
However, these studies mainly focused on methods of altering the surface structure in order to improve
surface area, and therefore triboelectric output. The methods used involved etching away areas of the surface
using 10 M NaOH to create irregular nanorods, hot-embossing with a template to create micro-scale
patterns, and roughening PLLA films with sandpaper. However, none of these studies utilised the ability to
control the crystallinity to achieve higher triboelectric output, through the intrinsic and persistent
modification of surface potential and mechanical compliance. Therefore, to benefit from the
biocompatibility of nanostructured PLLA in implantable TENGs, control of crystallinity is an important
route to achieving stable and higher outputs from these generators. In this work, we demonstrate how the
tailoring of crystallinity can improve the triboelectric performance of PLLA NTs in mechanical energy
harvesting applications. Our work suggests that PLLA can provide a viable polymeric and biocompatible
tribopositive material for possible use in implantable TENGs.

2. Materials and methods
2.1. Fabrication of PLLA nanotubes via melt-press template wetting
Three PLLA (mol wt 85 000–160 000) pellets from Sigma Aldrich were used to fabricate each NT array.
Following the process outlined in figure 1(a), these pellets were melted using a hot stage at 215 ◦ C and
then manually pressed into a nanoporous template—13 mm AAO template (200 nm pore diameter,
WHA68097023). The prepared samples were then annealed at 120 ◦ C on the hot stage for 1.5, 5 or 10 min
depending on the desired crystallinity. The annealed samples were then immediately quenched in ice water.
2
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Figure 1. (a) Fabrication of PLLA NTs using melt press template wetting. (b) Linear motor setup for testing triboelectric devices.
The sponge is used to prevent decreased contact area between the surfaces due to imperfections in the mounting angle of the
samples. This is achieved by increasing the compliance of the system.

To free the NTs from the AAO template, the samples were etched for 4 h in 40% v/v phosphoric acid before
being washed in DI water and left to dry. The resulting samples were comprised of vertically aligned arrays of
PLLA NTs.
2.2. Evaluation of polymer crystallinity using x-ray diffractometry (XRD)
XRD scans were carried out on the PLLA NTs using a Bruker D8 diffractometer in Bragg−Brentano geometry
with a Cu−Kα source (λ = 1.5406 Å). Scans were taken between 2θ = 8◦ –35◦ to ensure key crystalline peaks
were captured. The scans were analysed in Origin 2020 software. The ‘Fit Peaks Pro’ function was used to fit
the peaks in order to calculate the crystallinity of each sample. Crystallinity was calculated by comparing the
relative areas under the curve of crystalline and amorphous peaks, following the relationship:
XC =

Ic
Ic + Ia

where Xc is the crystalline fraction and Ic and Ia are the total area of amorphous and crystalline peaks,
respectively.
2.3. Triboelectric power output measurement
The electrical output of the PLLA NTs in a TENG configuration was tested using a 100 µm thick PTFE film
(Goodfellow 630-643-79) as the counter tribonegative material. PTFE is a tribonegative polymer that has
been previously used in implanted nanogenerators [37, 38] and is commonly used as a coating for medical
implants and as tubing within implanted devices [39]. The PLLA NTs occupied a disc shaped sample of area
176 mm2 . The rear film of the PLLA NTs was coated with Au using a Emitech 550 sputter coater to create a
conducting electrode of resistance of ∼4 Ω. The NTs were then mounted to a conductive sample holder using
double sided copper tape. Double sided copper tape was also stuck to the back of the PTFE film to act as an
electrode and to hold it to a stiff substrate, a schematic of which is given in figure 3(d). The sample
comprising an array of vertically aligned PLLA NTs was periodically brought into contact with the PTFE film
using an oscillating linear motor (figure 1(b)). The applied force was ∼2 N and the frequency of oscillation
of 1.6 Hz, while the maximum separation between the materials was 10 mm.
Samples were allowed to oscillate for 40 min (periodically making contact and separating) before
measurements were taken, in order to stabilise the triboelectric output by allowing the surfaces to reach
3
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maximum charge density. Output voltage was recorded with a multimeter (Keithley 2002) and output
current was recorded with a picoammeter (Keithley 6487). Two devices of each crystallinity were tested and
their root mean square (RMS) current was found using the ‘Find Peaks’ function from the Python 3.7 SciPy
library and the following equation:
v
u
u
u
fRMS = t

1
T2 − T1

ˆT2
2

[ f (t)] dt
T1

where f (t) is the recorded voltage or current data, T2 − T1 is the period and dt is the median sampling time
of the recording equipment. RMS current was then used to calculate the power output (Pav ) across a range of
applied resistive loads (R) using Pav = IRMS 2 × R.
2.4. Scanning electron microscopy
All images were taken using a Hitachi TM303PLUS desktop microscope using backscattered electrons at
15 kV.

3. Results and discussion
PLLA NTs were fabricated using the melt-press template wetting method previously described by Smith et al
[33]. However, instead of annealing the NTs for an hour in a furnace, they were instead placed on a 120 ◦ C
hot plate for up to 10 min and then immediately quenched in ice water. Altering the annealing time by a few
minutes resulted in fine control of crystallinity, while keeping the length of the NTs the same (22 ± 1 µm).
The annealing treatment was used to induce crystallisation within the NTs, and the annealing time served to
control the degree of crystallisation. A schematic of this process is given in figure 1(a), which illustrates that
the manufactured samples are an array of PLLA NTs held together by a residual PLLA film on the underside
of the NTs, from where the melt infiltrated the templates. Figure 1(b) shows the linear motor setup used to
measure the triboelectric output of the PLLA NT samples with different polymer crystallinities, in order to
study the effect of crystallinity on triboelectric performance of the PLLA NTs. A scanning electron
microscope (SEM) image of a typical NT array as viewed from the top following removal of the template is
shown in supplementary figure S1 (available online at stacks.iop.org/JPMATER/4/034010/mmedia).
As seen in figure 2, when annealed at the constant temperature of 120 ◦ C, the crystallinities as obtained
from XRD are seen to increase monotonically with annealing time, reaching a maximum at approximately
40% crystallinity. This is higher than the crystallinity achievable in films at the same annealing temperature,
even at longer annealing times (supplementary figure S2(a)). In this work, we therefore demonstrate the
ability to tune the lower range of crystallinities with annealing time. The exact values of the crystallinities
reported in literature can vary depending on the method of crystallinity measurement (for instance XRD as
compared with differential scanning calorimetry), and the deconvolution of the amorphous halo from the
crystalline peaks [40]. In spite of these differences, the trends obtained appear consistent with the
crystallinities obtained by Smith et al [33], with the results from this work suggesting that high crystallinity
in PLLA NTs can be achieved at much lower annealing times than previously demonstrated. Furthermore,
the maximum crystallinity observed with this process is consistent with the maximum achievable
crystallinities reported in the literature for PLLA [40–42].
Since the PLLA NTs remain vertical during measurement, a family of peaks is seen in XRD scans. This is
due to the preferential alignment of NTs that leads to an overall preferred crystal orientation of the sample.
Only the lattice planes with scattering vectors lying normal to the surface of the sample produce peaks in the
XRD geometry used. Therefore, theoretically, a perfectly oriented sample of NTs is expected to contain
missing peaks in its XRD traces. However, any deviation from vertical NT alignment during sample
characterisation, or imperfect crystallite orientation within the NTs can result in these peaks appearing in the
XRD spectra, albeit at lower intensity. Prior investigations on the texture of melt-wetted PLLA NTs have
revealed an alignment of PLLA crystallites parallel to the <001> crystal direction (i.e. along the fibre axis),
with little evidence to support radial alignment of the polymer chains through the melt-press template
wetting adopted here [33].
Three different annealing times were used to fabricate vertically aligned PLLA NT arrays of different
crystallinity to study the effect on triboelectric output: 10, 5 and 1.5 min, corresponding to 41 ± 1%,
28 ± 1% and 13 ± 2% crystallinity respectively. To prepare the samples for testing in a triboelectric device
the peripheral PLLA film around the base of the NTs was removed, leaving only the film directly underneath
and attached to the NTs to be coated with a gold electrode. Using a linear motor, the NTs were then
periodically oscillated against a tribonegative PTFE film with Cu tape as the counter electrode, as shown in
4
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Figure 2. Crystallinity of PLLA NTs when annealed for different lengths of time. (a) XRD traces of a typical sample at each
annealing time. (b) Calculated crystallinity using XRD spectra.

Figure 3. Triboelectric performance of PLLA NTs in an energy harvesting device with PTFE film as the tribonegative counter
material. (a) RMS voltage and current of PLLA NTs annealed for 1.5 min (13 ± 2% crystalline) across several load resistances.
(b) RMS voltage and current of PLLA NTs annealed for 10 min (41 ± 1% crystalline) across several load resistances. (c) RMS
power output of triboelectric devices using PLLA NTs annealed for different times with crystallinities given in the legend. (d)
Schematic of triboelectric devices tested.

figure 3(d). These two electrodes are necessary for electrostatic induction during contact and separation of
the two dielectric triboelectric surfaces.
Open-circuit voltage (V OC ) and short-circuit current (I SC ) were measured for each crystallinity as they
are commonly used as a benchmark for the performance of TENGs, the values of which are given in table 1.
Recently, a non-grounded method of measuring V OC has been proposed by Zhang et al [43] which gives a
more accurate value of the output as there is no charge leakage to ground. However, the grounded method
5
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Table 1. V OC and I SC results of the three tested values of crystallinity of PLLA NTs.

Annealing time (min)
1.5
5
10

Crystallinity (%)

V OC (V)

I SC (nA)

13 ± 2
28 ± 1
41 ± 1

5.04 ± 0.06
6.0 ± 0.2
8.57 ± 0.08

380 ± 30
680 ± 60
960 ± 30

Figure 4. (a) Open circuit voltage of 41 ± 1% crystalline PLLA NTs across several cycles. The same behaviour was seen in samples
of lower crystallinity. (b) Cross section of NTs before use in and (c) after use in a TENG for 130 000 cycles.

has been used here for simplicity as we are concerned with the trend in V OC as a function of polymer
crystallinity, rather than the exact value of V OC . Both V OC and I SC were found to increase with crystallinity.
In order to test the application of PLLA based TENGs for medical devices, the voltage versus time curves of
three capacitors (1 µF, 10 µF, 100 µF) were recorded as they were charged by the rectified current of the
TENG when driven at 1.6 Hz (supplementary figure S3(a)). The TENG was also tested as a finger bend
sensor to demonstrate sensing applications (supplementary figure S3(b)).
To further characterise the effect of crystallinity, the RMS voltage (V RMS ) and current (I RMS ) of the
different crystallinities were measured across a range of applied load resistances. During these measurements
the relative humidity was recorded to ensure it remained within a ± 1.5% band across all triboelectric
experiments in order to help minimise the effect of environmental factors [44]. RMS is used instead of
peak-to-peak or peak electrical output values as it represents the useful current and voltage value that would
be supplied by an equivalent DC device. Figures 3(a) and (b) show the V RMS and I RMS of samples annealed
for 1.5 and 10 min, respectively. The PLLA NTs with higher crystallinity show an increase in output voltage
and current across the range of applied resistances compared to NTs of the same material with lower
crystallinity. As shown in figure 3(c), there was a clear increase in the average triboelectric power output as
the crystallinity of the PLLA NTs was increased. This can be observed with the threefold increase in power
output at the maximum power point (MPP) from 50.9 ± 0.8 nW at 13% crystallinity to 151 ± 4 nW at 41%
crystallinity. The MPP also decreased from 300 MΩ to 250 MΩ with increasing crystallinity. This decrease in
resistance is beneficial in practice, since devices that could be powered by TENGs are typically of low
impedance, resulting in better impedance matching [39].
Figures 4(b) and (c) show representative SEM images of the NTs with the highest crystallinity (∼41%)
before and after continuous use in a TENG, along with the voltage output over 130 000 cycles. There was
little observed change to the morphology of the surface of the PLLA NTs, and this was the case for all
crystallinities studied. This confirms that the nanostructure created was stable, as was the corresponding
electrical output, with only a decrease in performance of 0.38%, highlighting the stable fatigue performance
of the PLLA NT arrays in TENG applications. This was not the case for PLLA films, where after 130 000
cycles output had decreased from the initial value by 8.8% (supplementary figure S4).
The increase in triboelectric output with increase in crystallinity of PLLA NTs may be attributed to a few
concurrent changes in their electromechanical properties such as their elastic compliance and surface
potential, as has been previously observed [30]. The annealing process may also influence the texture of the
6
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crystallites within the NTs, allowing for the preferential growth of crystallites oriented along the chain axes.
In an investigation of the elastic compliance and surface potential of amorphous and crystalline PLLA NTs by
Smith et al, crystallisation was accompanied with a threefold reduction in elastic compliance, and a smaller
but significant increase in the surface potential [30]. A lower elastic compliance allows for greater retention
of the nanostructured surface of the NT array during contact in a TENG, allowing for increased charge
exchange. At the same time, as previously discussed, a greater surface potential would result in a larger
exchange of charge during tapping between the NTs and the counter material. In turn, this results in a greater
induced potential difference between the two electrodes of the TENG. Measurements of surface potential
(supplementary figure S5) and further tests involving the replacement of the PTFE counter materials with
copper (supplementary figure S6) confirmed the tribopositive nature of PLLA NTs and the increase in
tribopositivity with increased crystallinity, although the difference in measured potential between them is
small (less than 0.2 V). This suggests that the observed effect of crystallinity on triboelectric output is
possibly driven by a combination of the increasing surface potential effect with increasing crystallinity, and
the lower compliance of the higher crystallinity NTs.

4. Conclusions
In this work, we investigate for the first time the effect of polymer crystallinity on the triboelectric output of
PLLA NTs grown by a template-assisted melt-pressing method. We have shown that the crystallinity of PLLA
NTs can be finely controlled by altering the annealing time at a constant temperature of 120 ◦ C, following the
infiltration of the melt into the pores of a nanoporous template. XRD analysis of the PLLA NTs showed that
the NTs had crystallinity of 41 ± 1%, 28 ± 1% and 13 ± 2%, when annealed for 10, 5 and 1.5 min,
respectively. These changes in crystallinity were found to have occurred over relatively short periods of time
as compared to previous methods which required an hour to achieve similar levels of crystallinity.
Importantly, we have demonstrated that, while maintaining device geometry, the degree of crystallinity
influences the triboelectric power output, with the most crystalline samples exhibiting the highest power at
the MPP. On the basis of these results, we conclude that highly crystalline PLLA NTs are ideal candidates as
stable tribopositive materials in TENGs, and are particularly well-suited for implantable biomedical
applications due to the inherent biocompatible nature of PLLA.
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