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Abstract: Lignin nanoparticles (LNP) with various morphologies could be prepared with solvent–
antisolvent methods. However, the employed toxic chemicals limited its large-scale application.
In this study, an extremely green method using only ethanol and water as solvent and antisolvent
was reported. Besides, with the syringaldehyde (SA) addition and its anchoring action on the
lignin particles, a forming process of the tailed structure was observed and resulted. Moreover,
the improved electronegativity originating from the phenolic hydroxyl groups enhanced the size
distribution uniformity, and the new absorption peaks at 1190 cm−1 demonstrated the involvement of
SA in the LNP formation. Lastly, the tailed lignin nanoparticles (T-LNP) composited with, respectively,
polyvinyl alcohol, chitosan, cellulose nanofibers, cationic etherified starch, and sodium alginate were
successfully prepared. The outstanding UV-shielding and free radical scavenging properties in the
above composites showed their great potential in wide applications in packaging materials.

Keywords: tailed lignin nanoparticles; ethanol/water; syringaldehyde; self-assembly; UV shielding

1. Introduction

The global goals to achieve a carbon peak and carbon neutrality boosted researchers to
exploit the potentialities of green and renewable resources in replacement of fossil-related
energies [1–3]. As the second most abundant and natural biopolymer, lignin has attracted
tremendous interest [3] since the diversity of functional groups provided various properties,
such as antioxidant [4], ultraviolet shielding [5], anti-microbial activity [6,7], etc. However,
due to the lignin heterogeneity, only 2–5% quantities of lignin have realized commercial
applications in the field of composite materials [7], biofuels [8] and so on, while the rest
was just burnt as low-value fuel [9]. The present approach not only failed to fulfill the vast
high-added value of lignin, but also led to the production of environmentally oxygenated
polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons (PAHs), organic pollutants, and particulate matter [10],
which could result in a negative effect on human health and the environment.

The main reason limiting the use of lignin is its complex non-homogeneous structure
and inherent poor dispersibility, which is highly influenced by the raw biomass materials
and the corresponding delignification processes [11]. Recent studies have shown that the
heterogeneity of lignin could be overcome when it was prepared as lignin nanoparticles [1].
So far, various chemical methods as well as their accessibility to prepare lignin nanoparti-
cles have been proved including acid precipitation [12–14], solvent–antisolvent [13,15–17],
solvent exchange/shifting [18–22], and so on. With highly alkaline black liquor as the raw
material, under a temperature of 121 ◦C and a pH of 1–4 by adding sulfuric acid, lignin
microspheres with narrow size distribution (0.8–1.0 µm) were prepared and demonstrated
its successful application in drug delivery and heavy metal removal [12]. Besides, acety-
lated kraft lignin in dimethyl sulfoxide (DMSO) [13] and low-sulfonated lignin in ethylene
glycol (EG) [14] was employed to form nano-size lignin particle (198–236 nm) through acid
precipitation mechanism by diluted HCl aqueous solution, followed by an investigation of
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their potential applications in drug delivery and antimicrobial agents. Moreover, based on
solvent and anti-solvent mechanisms, various types of original lignin, including acetylated
kraft lignin [13], kraft lignin [15], enzymatic lignin [16,23], etc., have been employed to
form colloidal nanoparticles (45–250 nm), spherical lignin-based colloidal nanoparticles
(200–500 nm), spherical nanoparticles (60–200 nm) through EG-water, tetrahydrofuran
(THF)-water, DMSO-sodium acetate, and deep eutectic solvents-acetone buffer. The results
showed that the survival rate of Escherichia coli protected by lignin nanoparticles was 70%
after 15 min of UV irradiation, compared to 5% for those protected by traditional lignin [24].
Further research also proved the mixed solvent of THF/ethanol-water could also help
generate colloidal spherical lignin particles with about 200 nm [17]. Besides, the solvent ex-
change/shifting method based on the self-assembly mechanism with π–π interactions has
also been proved as an efficient method to synthesize lignin nanoparticles with diverse mor-
phology and characteristics. For instance, by dissolving enzymatic hydrolysis lignin and
alkali lignin in THF [18,19], kraft lignin in dioxane [20], alkali lignin in methanol [21], soda
lignin in ethanol [22], soda lignin in deep eutectic solvents [25], respectively, lignin hollow
nanospheres (419–566 nm), lignin microspheres (168–439 nm), solid lignin nanoparticles
(200–400 nm), nanoparticles with perfect spheres (100–451 nm), colloidal lignin particles
(160–380 nm) were obtained after deionized water was introduced into the system via
dialysis. As could be seen in above chemical methods, toxic chemical solvents, such as THF,
DMSO, dioxane and acetone were used to promise the uniform formation at the cost of
extensive industrial application due to the possible residual hazardous solvent.

Lignin nanoparticles possessed excellent UV-shielding and anti-oxidant properties and
therefore, could be composited with various components for preparing functional packag-
ing materials, which was in high demand to satisfy the increasingly high standard to keep
the inclusion against ultraviolet and oxidation. High-purity lignin (~98%), obtained from
elephant grass by two-step extractions with dilute acid and base solution, was employed
for preparing lignin nanoparticles through a solvent (acetone) and antisolvent (MillQ water)
methods. Lignin nanoparticles showed higher antioxidant activity (RSI of 82) compared
to lignin and commercial antioxidants (BHT and BHA) [26]. Uniform colloidal spheres of
different sizes were prepared from enzymatically hydrolyzed lignin and organic solvent
lignin and then mixed with pure cream to make lignin sunscreen. The results showed that
the sunscreen performance of the nanolignin colloidal spheres was better than that of the
original lignin [27]. Spherical lignin particles with an average particle size of 736 nm were
prepared by a self-assembly method using kraft lignin as the raw material and acetone as
the solvent. It was used as a multifunctional additive for polyvinyl alcohol films, and the
results showed that the composite films had excellent UV shielding ability [28]. Corncob
alkali lignin was used as raw material to form lignin nanoparticles; deep eutectic lignin
nanoparticles less than 100 nm were formed by a continuous dissolution and self-assembly
process of solvents. These particles were introduced into a biodegradable polyvinyl alcohol
matrix to prepare nanocomposite films with good UV-blocking properties [25]. Spherical
lignin nanoparticles with an average size of 13 nm were obtained in a T-shaped microchan-
nel reactor and were used as an additive with polyvinyl alcohol (PVA) to form UV shielding
composite films. Compared with the original lignin, the addition of LNS could improve
the shielding effect of lignin on UV light by 13.3% at 250 nm [29]. As could be seen, the
quantities of research have proved the adaptability of lignin nanoparticles in traditional
PVA or neutral aqueous base cream, but it still lacks research about its universal suitability
for other novel composites.

Fractionation can reduce the non-uniform nature of lignin [30]; in this study, we ex-
plored a novel and effective approach to preparing tailed lignin nanoparticles by combining
fractionation and self-assembly techniques, in which a novel morphology was formed due
to using SA as an additive. All nanoparticles were systematically characterized to elucidate
their morphology, size distribution, Zeta potential, polydispersity index and thermal sta-
bility, as well as the involved formation mechanism. Besides, to evaluate its UV-shielding
and anti-oxidant properties, LNP was composited with various biodegradable components,
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including polyvinyl alcohol, chitosan, starch, sodium alginate, and cellulose nanofibers
with reference to historical reports.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Materials

Original ethanol lignin was obtained from our previous work [31]. Anhydrous ethanol
(EtOH), Analytical grade purity polyvinyl alcohol (PVA), chitosan (CH, µ = 1000 cP, degree of
deacetylation > 75%) cationic etherified starch (CES, µ = 460–1200 mPa·s, Whiteness ≥ 88%),
Sodium alginate (SAL), cellulose nanofibers (CNF, C-COOH = 2.4 mol/g, W = 1.22 wt.%)
2,2-Diphenyl-1-picrylhydrazyl (DPPH) were purchased from Sigma–Aldrich®. Analytical
grade purity syringaldehyde (SA) was obtained from commercial sources.

2.2. Lignin Solubilization and Purification

First, 10 g of original ethanol lignin was dissolved in 200 mL of anhydrous ethanol
and stirred continuously at room temperature (300 rpm, 3 h). Subsequently, the soluble
and insoluble fractions were separated by vacuum filtration. The former, denoted as OEL
(organosolv ethanol lignin), was obtained by rotary evaporation and vacuum drying and
used for the preparation of lignin nanoparticles.

2.3. Preparation of Tailed Lignin Nanoparticles (T-LNP) by Solvent-Antisolvent Method

SA-EtOH solutions were firstly obtained by dissolving 0, 0.3, 0.6 and 0.9 mg/mL of SA
in EtOH at room temperature, then OEL at a concentration of 1.0 mg/mL was dissolved
in the above SA-EtOH solutions, sonicated (50 KHz) and stirred (500 rpm) for 10 min,
and denoted as 0-OEL, 3-OEL, 6-OEL, 9-OEL. Subsequently, 50 mL of deionized water
(2 mL/min) was added dropwise to the mixed solution using a peristaltic pump (BT100-2J,
Baoding, China) and the tailed lignin nanoparticles were gradually formed and denoted
as 0T-LNP, 3T-LNP, 6T-LNP, 9T-LNP, respectively. Following these steps, stirring for 4 h
allowed most of the ethanol in the suspension to evaporate, then the suspensions were
introduced into dialysis bags (MWCO: 8000–14,000) and immersed in deionized water
(periodically replaced) for 72 h.

2.4. Preparation of T-LNP-Based Composite Films

PVA/T-LNP films: A 1.5 wt.% PVA solution was prepared by stirring PVA and water
at 90 ◦C for 3 h. Then, different amounts of T-LNP (0, 1 and 3 wt.%) were mixed with PVA
solution with certain ratios (Table 1) and sonicated for 5 min to obtain PVA, PVA/1T-LNP
and PVA/3T-LNP composite membranes by solvent casting.

CH/T-LNP films: Chitosan (CH) and water containing 1% v/v glacial acetic acid were
stirred at 40 ◦C for 12 h to obtain chitosan solution (0.15% wt./wt.). CH, CH/1T-LNP,
and CH/3T-LNP composite films were produced using the same method used to prepare
PVA films.

PVA/CH/T-LNP films: For the preparation of ternary composites films, the PVA
and CH solution were firstly mixed, and then a specific proportion of T-LNP (1 and
3 wt.% of the PVA/CH mass) was added to the mixed solution as shown in Table 1. The
obtained ternary composites were denoted PVA/CH, PVA/CH/1T-LNP, and PVA/CH/3T-
LNP, respectively.

CES/T-LNP films: CES and water were stirred at 90 ◦C for 1 h to obtain a cationic
etherified starch solution (1.5% wt./wt.). Then a specific proportion of T-LNP (1 and 3 wt.%
of the CES mass, shown in Table 1) was added to the mixed solution. CES, CES/1T-LNP,
and CES/3T-LNP composite films were produced by the flow-casting method.

SAL/T-LNP films: A 1.5 wt.% sodium alginate solution was prepared by stirring
sodium alginate and water at room temperature for 6 h. Then, different amounts of T-LNP
(0, 1 and 3 wt.%, shown in Table 1) were mixed with sodium alginate solution and sonicated
for 5 min to obtain SAL, SAL/1T-LNP and SAL/3T-LNP composite membranes.
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Table 1. LNP-based binary and ternary composite formulations.

T-LNP (wt.%) CH (wt.%) PVA (wt.%)

PVA - - 100
PVA/1T-LNP 1 - 99
PVA/3T-LNP 3 - 97

CH - 100 -
CH/1T-LNP 1 99 -
CH/3T-LNP 3 97 -

PVA/CH - 10 90
PVA/CH/1T-LNP 1 9.9 89.1
PVA/CH/3T-LNP 3 9.7 87.3

T-LNP (wt.%) CNF (wt.%)
CNF - 100

CNF/1T-LNP 1 99
CNF/3T-LNP 3 97

T-LNP (wt.%) SAL (wt.%)
SAL - 100

SAL/1T-LNP 1 99
SAL/3T-LNP 3 97

T-LNP (wt.%) CES (wt.%)
CES - 100

CES/1T-LNP 1 99
CES/3T-LNP 3 97

CNF/T-LNP films: The CNF was diluted into a 1 wt.% aqueous dispersion system
and the diluted suspension was sonicated using a cell crusher for 30 min. Then, different
amounts of T-LNP (0, 1 and 3 wt.%, shown in Table 1) were mixed with CNF and sonicated
for 5 min. Finally, the sonicated CNF, CNF/1T-LNP, and CNF/3T-LNP suspension was
vacuum filtered into a membrane and dried at 40 ◦C for 18–20 h.

2.5. Antiradical Activity of Migrating Substances

The DPPH radical scavenging activity of PVA and chitosan films containing LNP was
determined based on historical reports [32]. The films (0.2 g) were cut into small pieces and
immersed in 4 mL of methanol for 24 h at room temperature. The supernatant obtained
was used to assess the DPPH radical scavenging activity: the methanol extract (1 mL) was
mixed with DPPH in methanol (1 mL, 50 mg/L) to obtain a DPPH concentration solution
of 25 mg/L. Absorbance values at 517 nm were obtained using a UV-Vis spectrometer
(UV-2600, Shimadzu, Japan). A mixed solution of methanol from pure PVA and DPPH
methanol was used as a control. DPPH radical scavenging activity was calculated by
Equation (1), where Asample was the absorbance of the sample and Acontrol was the absorbance
of the control.

(RSA, %) =

[ Acontrol − Asample

Acontrol

]
∗ 100% (1)

2.6. Characterization

A scanning electron microscope (SEM, S3400, Hitachi, Tokyo, Japan) was used to
analyze the morphology of the samples. The zeta potential (ζ), diameter and polydispersity
indexes (PDI) of the samples were measured using dynamic light scattering (DLS, Zetasizer
nano-ZS90, Malvern, UK), and the data were collected and analyzed through three-time
measurements. Fourier transform infrared spectroscopy (FT-IR, 8400 S, Shimadzu, Kyoto,
Japan) analysis was carried out for the functional groups of the samples. The UV-vis spectra
of samples were determined on a Shimadzu UV-2600 spectrometer within the range of
200 to 500 nm. Thermogravimetric analysis (TGA) tests were implemented through a
thermogravimetric analyzer (TGA, Seiko Extra 6300, Kyoto, Japan). The maximum thermal
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degradation temperature (Tmax) and weight-loss rate were obtained from the derivative
thermogravimetric (DTG), together with the residue at 800 ◦C.

3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Lignin Nanoparticles
3.1.1. Microstructure

Typical SEM images of T-LNP obtained from different SA concentrations were shown
in Figure 1. Spherical lignin nanoparticles were first obtained in the formation process
absent of SA (Figure 1a). However, the tailed structure was gradually observed with
increasing SA addition as shown in Figure 1b, which was possibly due to the phased
separation between ethanol and water resulting in the formation of emulsified template [33],
or the enhanced polarity discrimination of lignin induced by SA. As the SA concentration
increased to 0.6 mg/mL, the tailed structure occupied approximately 50% as shown in
Figure 1c, in which we also noticed that the tail was possibly formed on the premise of main
sphere formation. Based on this assumption, we continued the SA addition to 0.9 mg/mL,
and the results shown in Figure 1d proved that there were almost no spherical but all
tailed structures.
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3.1.2. Proposed Formation Mechanism

Based on the above observation, the proposed mechanism for the preparation of lignin
nanoparticles was shown in Figure 2. Firstly, low molecular weight (Low Mw) OEL with
75.5% yield was obtained by fractionation and purification. Subsequently, the OEL without
any further modification was used as feedstock to prepare lignin nanoparticles using
ethanol and water as solvent and anti-solvent according to the layer-to-layer self-assembly
approach based on π–π interactions (Figure 2i) [34]. With the SA addition, a forming
process of the tailed structure was observed in Figure 2ii. In the above two processes,
hydrophilic groups in lignin could be ionized after adding water. With the hydrophobic
groups, lignin molecules formed a directional arrangement at the interface between water
and ethanol, resulting in the ethanol being wrapped (Figure 2iii-b). With a further increase
in water content, more and more water molecules penetrate the membrane, resulting in
larger quantities of lignin molecules aggregating on the internal surface of the membrane by
layer-by-layer self-assembly. Meanwhile, with the anchoring action of syringaldehyde on
the lignin particles, the tailed structure formed gradually (Figure 2iii-c) [35]. The complete
removal of small nanoparticles and ethanol during dialysis reduces the overall swelling,
resulting in the ultimate formation of lignin nanoparticles (Figure 2i-d) and tailed lignin
nanoparticles (Figure 2ii-d). It could be also inferred from these results that the morphology
of the nanoparticles could be adjusted by different levels of SA addition.

To demonstrate the driving force of lignin self-assembly, we obtained UV spectra of the
original OEL samples and T-LNP as shown in Figure 3. The results showed that all the OEL
samples had an adsorption peak at 201 nm, and the T-LNP samples at 208 nm, indicating
that a red shift occurs for the T-LNP samples in the water solution, which provided direct
evidence to support that π–π interactions among the aromatic structures play a crucial role
during the preparation process [36,37].
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of formation process of the tailed lignin nanoparticles with tunable structures.
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3.1.3. Morphology Analysis

According to the proposed mechanism, the effect of SA addition on the particle
diameter, zeta potential, and polydispersity index for the various T-LNP were firstly tracked
and the results were exhibited in Figure 4. As shown, the average diameters of all 3T-LNP,
6T-LNP and 9T-LNP exhibited an increase compared to the nanoparticles without the
addition of SA, i.e., 0T-LNP. With increasing SA concentration, there was an increase in the
average diameter of T-LNP (especially from 6T-LNP to 9T-LNP) possibly due to the growing
tail part which led to a detection error since it could be clearly observed that the diameter
of the main sphere part shown in Figure 2ii-c, d had a decline while the tail part had a rise
compared with Figure 2ii-a. Besides, a comparison of lignin nanoparticles prepared by
various representative chemicals was exhibited in Table 2. As shown, not only a completely
green method was provided by this work, but also novel morphology with competitive size
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was prepared. While increasing the concentration of SA from 0.3 mg/mL to 0.9 mg/mL,
despite the particle diameter increasing from 279 nm to 293 nm, the PDI decreased from
0.221 to 0.151, which indicated that the suspension system was becoming more and more
stable. Besides, we measured the ζ-potential in the system, and the results showed that
the ζ-potential increases with the increase in SA, which provided more negative charges
for T-LNP and could help prevent the aggregation of lignin nanoparticles, and therefore,
maintain good stability in water [38].
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Table 2. Morphological comparison of lignin nanoparticles prepared by various representative chemicals.

Raw Materials Methods and Main Chemicals Morphology Ref

Enzymatic hydrolysis
lignin Self-assembly, THF-water Hollow, 419 nm [18]

Alkali lignin Self-assembly, THF-water Sphere, 168 nm [19]
Kraft lignin Self-assembly, dioxane-water Hollow, 200 nm [20]
Alkali lignin Self-assembly, methanol-water Sphere, 100 nm [21]
Soda lignin Self-assembly, ethanol-water Colloidal 160 nm [22]

Enzymatic hydrolysis
lignin Self-assembly, acetone-water Sphere, 100 nm [39]

Organosolv lignin Self-assembly, THF-water Sphere, 132 nm [40]
Ethanol lignin Self-assembly, ethanol/SA -water Tailed, 286 nm This work

3.1.4. Chemical Characteristics

In the spectrum as shown in Figure 5, the hydroxyl stretching vibration of SA was
observed at 3288 cm−1, which is consistent with the results in the literature [41]. The CH3
symmetric stretching vibration of SA was observed at 3033, 2971, 2942, 2867 and 2840 cm−1
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in the spectrum [42]. Two O–CH3 groups vibrations of SA were observed at 2942 cm−1 for
asymmetric and 2971 cm−1 for symmetric stretching, respectively [43]. In the spectra, the
C = O stretching vibration of SA was observed at 1673 and 1609 cm−1. CH3 asymmetric
bending vibrations were observed at 1515, 1454, and 1424 cm−1, while CH3 symmetric
bending vibrations were observed at 1369, 1334, and 1278 cm−1 [44,45]. O–H in-plane-
bending vibrations were observed at 1255, and 1209 cm−1, while the O–H out-of-plane
bending vibrations were observed at 730, 670, 635, 586, and 528 cm−1 respectively [45].
Compared with the spectrum of 0-OEL and T-LNP, new absorption peaks appeared at
1190 cm−1 in the spectra of 3T-LNP, 6T-LNP, and 9T-LNP, indicating the involvement of SA
in the preparation process.
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3.1.5. Thermal Properties

The thermal properties of 0-OEL, SA, and T-LNP in a nitrogen atmosphere were
also evaluated as shown in Figure 6a,b and Table 3. As shown, both 0-OEL and 0T-LNP
exhibited a wide degradation temperature range from 200 ◦C to 600 ◦C, but the latter
sample exhibited a comparatively higher degradation rate and residual weight of 42.9% at
800 ◦C possibly due to the more homogeneous structure in nanoparticles [46]. Meanwhile,
it could be seen that the residual weight at 800 ◦C showed an apparent decreasing trend
with the increase in SA. Nonetheless, as shown in Table 3, the maximum decomposition
temperature (Tmax) and onset decomposition temperature (T10%) of T-LNPs exhibited an
increasing trend with the increase in SA, since the phenolic hydroxyl groups from SA could
trap the free radicals generated during pyrolysis, and therefore, significantly retard their
degradation [47].
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Table 3. Detailed thermal decomposition parameters for OEL, SA and T-LNPs.

Sample 0-OEL SA 0T-LNP 3T-LNP 6T-LNP 9T-LNP

TGA T10% (◦C) 223.9 209.3 158.7 159.1 169.8 170.1
DTG Tmax (◦C) 345.5 280.1 191.7 197.5 207.9 209.5

3.2. T-LNP Based Composite Films
3.2.1. UV Shielding Performance

Lignin nanoparticles have attracted great interest because of their abundant functional
groups, such as phenolic, ketone and aromatic structures, which have good UV-shielding
ability [29,37]. In our study, lignin nanoparticles were used as multifunctional bio-additives
to prepare nanocomposite films by solvent casting method [48]. As shown in Figure 7a–d,
compared to the pure samples, all prepared composite films exhibited excellent UV shield-
ing properties in both UVA (320–400 nm) and UVB (290–320 nm) regions. As T-LNP content
in films increased, higher UV shielding capacity was exhibited. However, it was notewor-
thy that the binary composite film had better UV resistance than the ternary composite
film at the same addition level (Figure 7d). A detailed comparison of the optical properties
was conducted and shown in Table 4. As could be seen, the tailed lignin nanoparticles
showed superior transmittance results at both 320 nm (UVB region) and 550 nm (Visible
region), especially compared to the historical results [48]. In addition, the nanocomposite
film maintained its transparency as shown in Figure 7e. This effect was mainly due to the
occurrence of π–π stacking interactions between the aromatic moieties, forming sandwich-
type (H-orientation) and head-to-tail (J-orientation) aggregates, which decreased the energy
gap for the π–π electronic transition, thus enhancing the absorption efficacy of UV photons.
In addition, charge transfer complexes between electron-donating phenolic groups and
electron acceptor ortho-quinones moieties could further increase the UV photo-absorbing
capacity of LNP [49].

Table 4. Optical property comparison of prepared PVA, CH composite films with historical reference.

Samples
Optical Property

Ref
Transmittance (%, 320 nm) Transmittance (%, 550 nm)

PVA/3LNP 0.39 38.40
[48]CH/3LNP 1.52 44.02

PVA/CH/3LNP 0.87 52.39

PVA/3T-LNP 0.002 33.64
This workCH/3T-LNP 0.01 34.11

PVA/CH/3T-LNP 0.127 58.62
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Besides the above-mentioned PVA and CH, we also investigated the UV shielding
ability of the tailed lignin nanoparticles in CES, CNF, and SAL which were all frequently
used for functional packaging materials. Results in Figure 8a–c showed that the prepared
T-LNP not only had general adaptability in various substrates but also showed excellent
UV shielding ability even with only 1% addition. By comparison among the binary films
as shown in Figure 8d and the detailed information in Table 5 although all the three
components displayed excellence in UV shielding, the CES-based composite films occupied
the best one. However, for visible transmittance at 550 nm, compared with the results in
Table 4, it could be concluded that there were negative effects from T-LNP addition in CES,
CNF and SAL based composite films.

Table 5. Anti-ultraviolet performance comparison of composite films from historical reference.

Samples
Optical Property

Transmittance (%, 320 nm) Transmittance (%, 550 nm)

CES/3T-LNP 0.006 6.04
CNF/3T-LNP 0.001 7.02
SAL/3T-LNP 0.008 6.90
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Figure 8. UV–vis spectra of (a) CNF, (b) CES, (c) SAL based composite materials with different
amount of LNP; (d) UV–vis spectra comparison of the binary composite films.

3.2.2. Antiradical Activity of Migrating Substances

In order to further investigate the LNP application potential on packaging towards
oxidation, the inclusion of scavenging systems was employed [32,50]. DPPH is a stable
free radical that is widely used to test the free radical scavenging ability of lignin and
is, therefore, employed in this study [51]. Results of migrating substances for different
nanocomposite films directly immersed into the methanol solution for 24 h were shown
in Figure 9 and Table 6. With pure PVA as control, the RSA value was 0 as expected.
With the addition of 1% T-LNP, the absorption value at 517 nm of the PVA/1T-LNP film
decreased from 0.499 to 0.139 and the RSA value increased to 72.1%. The scavenging effect
on DPPH was more significant (86.6%) when the T-LNP addition was increased to 3 wt.%
(PVA/3T-LNP film), which could be also demonstrated from the visual difference shown
in the left three samples in Figure 9a, since DPPH could reduce the DPPH radical to the
yellow compound diphenyl bitter hydrazine in the presence of antioxidants (i.e., T-LNP).
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Figure 9. Antioxidant activities of migrating substances for different PVA nanocomposite films im-
mersed directly in the methanol solution for 24 h: (a) monitoring of the absorbance for band at 517 nm
and (b) color variation of the DPPH methanol solution: From left to right: PVA (control), PVA/1T-LNP,
PVA/3T-LNP; CH, CH/1T-LNP, CH/3T-LNP; PVA/CH, PVA/CH/1T-LNP, PVA/CH/3T-LNP.

Table 6. Antioxidation activity of the migrating substances for PVA, CH and PVA/CH/T-
LNP nanocomposites.

Samples
Antioxidation Activity

RSA (%)
Absorption (λ = 517 nm, %)

PVA 0.499 0
PVA/1T-LNP 0.139 72.1
PVA/3T-LNP 0.067 86.6

CH 0.399 20.0
CH/1T-LNP 0.159 68.1
CH/3T-LNP 0.066 86.8

PVA/CH 0.388 22.2
PVA/CH/1T-LNP 0.108 78.4
PVA/CH/3T-LNP 0.055 89.0

For pure CH films without the addition of T-LNP, the original scavenging activity
against DPPH (20.0%) existed due to the ability of residual free amino groups (NH2) to
react with free radicals to form stable macromolecular radicals, after which NH2 groups
formed ammonium (NH3

+) groups to absorb hydrogen ions from the solution [52]. In the
membrane containing 3 wt.% T-LNP (CH/3T-LNP), the antioxidant activity was increased
more than 4.3 times compared to the CH sample. Notably, the antioxidant activity was
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more pronounced in the ternary system than in the binary system with higher RSA values
(22.2%, 78.4% and 89.0% for PVA/CH, PVA/CH/1T-LNP, PVA/CH/3T-LNP, respectively).

3.2.3. Thermal Properties

Finally, to investigate the effect of T-LNP loading on the thermal degradation behaviour
of the resulting composites, TG curves were recorded for the binary and ternary systems
(Figure 10 and Table 7). As shown, at T10%, the synergistic reaction between PVA and
CH was found since the T10% of PVA/CH was 222.4, which was higher than both only
PVA (215.7) and CH (137.7). Besides, the synergistic effect among PVA/CH/T-LNP was
discovered, since the T50% results of PVA/CH/1T-LNP (328.7) were superior to both
PVA/1T-LNP (322.7) and CH/1T-LNP (285.9). A similar phenomenon was also seen in the
results of composite films with 3T-LNP. Moreover, with the increase in LNP addition from
1% to 3%, the results of T10% and T50% had an apparent enhancement, meaning that LNP
could further help improve the thermal ability.

Table 7. Detailed TG parameters for PVA, CH and LNP composited films.

Materials T10% (◦C) T50% (◦C)

PVA 215.7 263.7
PVA/1T-LNP 242.4 322.7
PVA/3T-LNP 264.6 355.2

CH 137.7 366.1
CH/1T-LNP 242.8 285.9
CH/3T-LNP 251.6 303.4

PVA/CH 222.4 316.8
PVA/CH/1T-LNP 225.3 328.7
PVA/CH/3T-LNP 254.9 363.5
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Besides, as we could see in Table 8, there were differential peak values of DTG for
different composite films. As summarized and referred to historical reports [16,48,53],
the small weight loss in the range of 75–125 ◦C (Peak 1) was induced by the loss of
adsorbed, bound water; the largest weight loss at 250–280 ◦C (Peak 2) was due to the initial
thermal decomposition of PVA and CH; the range of 340–370 ◦C (Peak 3) corresponded
to the weight loss of dehydration of the saccharides rings and the depolymerization of
the acetylated and deacetylated units of the polymer [54]; lastly, thermal degradation of
by-products generated by PVA resulted in a weight loss at 400–450 ◦C (Peak 4). Most
importantly it could be summarized from Table 8 that the addition of T-LNP efficiently
delayed the whole degradation process, and therefore, strengthened the thermal stability
of the composite materials.

Table 8. Detailed DTG parameters for PVA, CH and LNP composited films.

Materials
Temperature at Peak (◦C)

Peak 1 Peak 2 Peak 3 Peak 4

PVA 88.9 255.7 - 406.8
PVA/1T-LNP 97.3 265.1 432.8
PVA/3T-LNP 100.7 272.5 364.2 428.9

CH 77.7 275.7 - -
CH/1T-LNP 124.8 271.9 - 435.6
CH/3T-LNP 122.1 280.0 - 444.1

PVA/CH 90.7 254.7 347.7 429.3
PVA/CH/1T-LNP 96.9 272.8 353.2 430.7
PVA/CH/3T-LNP 93.8 271.0 360.8 434.9

4. Conclusions

Tailed lignin nanoparticles were obtained from organosolv lignin using the solvent
(ethanol)-antisolvent (water) method with the assistance of syringaldehyde (SA). During
the solvent transfer, special spherical structures were gradually formed by π–π interactions.
With the increase in SA concentration, the increasing zeta potential helped generate smaller-
sized and more uniformly tailed nanoparticles. Besides, the tailed lignin nanoparticles
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were successfully composited with various biodegradable materials, including polyvinyl
alcohol, chitosan, cellulose nanofibers, cationic etherified starch and sodium alginate, to
evaluate their UV shielding performance. Results showed that T-LNP efficiently improved
the UV shielding properties while remained the visible transmittance. Lastly, anti-oxidant
characteristics based on radical scavenging ability and improved thermal stability also
demonstrated its potential application in packaging materials.
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14. Frangville, C.; Rutkevičius, M.; Richter, A.P.; Velev, O.D.; Stoyanov, S.D.; Paunov, V.N. Fabrication of environmentally biodegrad-
able lignin nanoparticles. Chemphyschem 2012, 13, 4235–4243. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

15. Lievonen, M.; Valle-Delgado, J.J.; Mattinen, M.-L.; Hult, E.-L.; Lintinen, K.; Kostiainen, M.A.; Paananen, A.; Szilvay, G.R.;
Setälä, H.; Österberg, M. A simple process for lignin nanoparticle preparation. Green Chem. 2016, 18, 1416–1422. [CrossRef]

16. Zhang, X.; Yang, M.; Yuan, Q.; Cheng, G. Controlled preparation of corncob lignin nanoparticles and their size-dependent
antioxidant properties: Toward high value utilization of lignin. ACS Sustain. Chem. Eng. 2019, 7, 17166–17174. [CrossRef]

17. Lintinen, K.; Xiao, Y.; Ashok, R.B.; Leskinen, T.; Sakarinen, E.; Sipponen, M.; Muhammad, F.; Oinas, P.; Österberg, M.;
Kostiainen, M. Closed cycle production of concentrated and dry redispersible colloidal lignin particles with a three solvent
polarity exchange method. Green Chem. 2018, 20, 843–850. [CrossRef]

18. Xiong, F.; Han, Y.; Wang, S.; Li, G.; Qin, T.; Chen, Y.; Chu, F. Preparation and formation mechanism of size-controlled lignin
nanospheres by self-assembly. Ind. Crops Prod. 2017, 100, 146–152. [CrossRef]

19. Jiang, P.; Li, Q.; Gao, C.; Lu, J.; Cheng, Y.; Zhai, S.; An, Q.; Wang, H. Fractionation of alkali lignin by organic solvents for
biodegradable microsphere through self-assembly. Bioresour. Technol. 2019, 289, 121640. [CrossRef]

20. Li, H.; Deng, Y.; Wu, H.; Ren, Y.; Qiu, X.; Zheng, D.; Li, C. Self-assembly of kraft lignin into nanospheres in dioxane-water
mixtures. Holzforschung 2016, 70, 725–731. [CrossRef]

21. Dai, L.; Liu, R.; Hu, L.-Q.; Zou, Z.-F.; Si, C.-L. Lignin nanoparticle as a novel green carrier for the efficient delivery of resveratrol.
ACS Sustain. Chem. Eng. 2017, 5, 8241–8249. [CrossRef]

22. Sipponen, M.H.; Lange, H.; Ago, M.; Crestini, C. Understanding lignin aggregation processes. A case study: Budesonide
entrapment and stimuli controlled release from lignin nanoparticles. ACS Sustain. Chem. Eng. 2018, 6, 9342–9351. [CrossRef]
[PubMed]

23. Ma, C.-Y.; Peng, X.-P.; Sun, S.; Wen, J.-L.; Yuan, T.-Q. Short-time deep eutectic solvents pretreatment enhanced production of
fermentable sugars and tailored lignin nanoparticles from abaca. Int. J. Biol. Macromol. 2021, 192, 417–425. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

24. Yearla, S.R.; Padmasree, K. Preparation and characterisation of lignin nanoparticles: Evaluation of their potential as antioxidants
and UV protectants. J. Exp. Nanosci. 2016, 11, 289–302. [CrossRef]

25. Luo, T.; Wang, C.; Ji, X.; Yang, G.; Chen, J.; Yoo, C.G.; Janaswamy, S.; Lyu, G. Innovative production of lignin nanoparticles using
deep eutectic solvents for multifunctional nanocomposites. Int. J. Biol. Macromol. 2021, 183, 781–789. [CrossRef]

26. Trevisan, H.; Rezende, C.A. Pure, stable and highly antioxidant lignin nanoparticles from elephant grass. Ind. Crops Prod. 2020,
145, 112105. [CrossRef]

27. Qian, Y.; Zhong, X.; Li, Y.; Qiu, X. Fabrication of uniform lignin colloidal spheres for developing natural broad-spectrum
sunscreens with high sun protection factor. Ind. Crops Prod. 2017, 101, 54–60. [CrossRef]

28. Hararak, B.; Winotapun, C.; Inyai, J.; Wannid, P.; Prahsarn, C. Production of UV-shielded spherical lignin particles as multifunc-
tional bio-additives for polyvinyl alcohol composite films. J. Nanopart. Res. 2021, 23, 193. [CrossRef]

29. Ju, T.; Zhang, Z.; Li, Y.; Miao, X.; Ji, J. Continuous production of lignin nanoparticles using a microchannel reactor and its
application in UV-shielding films. RSC Adv. 2019, 9, 24915–24921. [CrossRef]

30. Baumberger, S.; Abaecherli, A.; Fasching, M.; Gellerstedt, G.; Gosselink, R.; Hortling, B.; Li, J.; Saake, B.; de Jong, E. Molar mass
determination of lignins by size-exclusion chromatography: Towards standardisation of the method. Holzforschung 2007, 61,
459–468. [CrossRef]

31. Li, J.; Zhao, H.; Zhang, X.; Liang, C. Organosolv Fractionation of Waste Biomass for Lignin Production Enhanced by Oxygen.
Bioresources 2020, 15, 2774–2783. [CrossRef]

32. Domenek, S.; Louaifi, A.; Guinault, A.; Baumberger, S. Potential of lignins as antioxidant additive in active biodegradable
packaging materials. J. Polym. Environ. 2013, 21, 692–701. [CrossRef]

33. Xiong, F.; Wang, H.; Xu, H.; Qing, Y.; Wu, Z.; Wu, Y. Self-assembled lignin nanospheres with solid and hollow tunable structures.
Ind. Crops Prod. 2020, 144, 112063. [CrossRef]

34. Ma, M.; Dai, L.; Xu, J.; Liu, Z.; Ni, Y. A simple and effective approach to fabricate lignin nanoparticles with tunable sizes based on
lignin fractionation. Green Chem. 2020, 22, 2011–2017. [CrossRef]

35. Jiang, Y.; Chen, Y.; Tian, D.; Shen, F.; Wan, X.; Xu, L.; Chen, Y.; Zhang, H.; Hu, J.; Shen, F. Fabrication and characterization of
lignin–xylan hybrid nanospheres as pesticide carriers with enzyme-mediated release property. Soft Matter 2020, 16, 9083–9093.
[CrossRef]

36. Jiang, W.; Liu, S.; Wu, C.; Liu, Y.; Yang, G.; Ni, Y. Super-stable, solvent-resistant and uniform lignin nanorods and nanospheres
with a high yield in a mild and facile process. Green Chem. 2020, 22, 8734–8744. [CrossRef]

37. Li, H.; Deng, Y.; Liu, B.; Ren, Y.; Liang, J.; Qian, Y.; Qiu, X.; Li, C.; Zheng, D. Preparation of nanocapsules via the self-assembly of
kraft lignin: A totally green process with renewable resources. Acs Sustain. Chem. Eng. 2016, 4, 1946–1953. [CrossRef]

38. Pang, T.; Wang, G.; Sun, H.; Wang, L.; Liu, Q.; Sui, W.; Parvez, A.M.; Si, C. Lignin fractionation for reduced heterogeneity in
self-assembly nanosizing: Toward targeted preparation of uniform lignin nanoparticles with small size. Acs Sustain. Chem. Eng.
2020, 8, 9174–9183. [CrossRef]

39. Wang, J.; Chen, W.; Yang, D.; Fang, Z.; Liu, W.; Xiang, T.; Qiu, X. Monodispersed Lignin Colloidal Spheres with Tailorable Sizes
for Bio-Photonic Materials. Small 2022, 18, 2200671. [CrossRef]

40. Liu, Z.-H.; Hao, N.; Shinde, S.; Pu, Y.; Kang, X.; Ragauskas, A.J.; Yuan, J.S. Defining lignin nanoparticle properties through
tailored lignin reactivity by sequential organosolv fragmentation approach (SOFA). Green Chem. 2019, 21, 245–260. [CrossRef]

http://doi.org/10.1002/cphc.201200537
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23047584
http://doi.org/10.1039/C5GC01436K
http://doi.org/10.1021/acssuschemeng.9b03535
http://doi.org/10.1039/C7GC03465B
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.indcrop.2017.02.025
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.biortech.2019.121640
http://doi.org/10.1515/hf-2015-0238
http://doi.org/10.1021/acssuschemeng.7b01903
http://doi.org/10.1021/acssuschemeng.8b01652
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/30271691
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijbiomac.2021.09.140
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/34582914
http://doi.org/10.1080/17458080.2015.1055842
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijbiomac.2021.05.005
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.indcrop.2020.112105
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.indcrop.2017.03.001
http://doi.org/10.1007/s11051-021-05308-z
http://doi.org/10.1039/C9RA05064G
http://doi.org/10.1515/HF.2007.074
http://doi.org/10.15376/biores.15.2.2774-2783
http://doi.org/10.1007/s10924-013-0570-6
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.indcrop.2019.112063
http://doi.org/10.1039/D0GC00377H
http://doi.org/10.1039/D0SM01402H
http://doi.org/10.1039/D0GC02887H
http://doi.org/10.1021/acssuschemeng.5b01066
http://doi.org/10.1021/acssuschemeng.0c02967
http://doi.org/10.1002/smll.202200671
http://doi.org/10.1039/C8GC03290D


Nanomaterials 2022, 12, 2561 23 of 23

41. Selvaraj, S.; Rajkumar, P.; Thirunavukkarasu, K.; Gunasekaran, S.; Kumaresan, S. Vibrational (FT-IR and FT-Raman), electronic
(UV–vis) and quantum chemical investigations on pyrogallol: A study on benzenetriol dimers. Vib. Spectrosc. 2018, 95, 16–22.

42. Charanya, C.; Sampathkrishnan, S.; Balamurugan, N. Quantum mechanical analysis, spectroscopic (FT-IR, FT-Raman, UV-Visible)
study, and HOMO-LUMO analysis of (1S, 2R)-2-amino-1-phenylpropan-1-ol using Density Functional Theory. J. Mol. Liq. 2017,
231, 116–125. [CrossRef]

43. Selvaraj, S.; Rajkumar, P.; Santhiya, A.; Gunasekaran, S.; Kumaresan, S. 4-Methoxysalicylaldehyde: Spectroscopic and computa-
tional investigations. J. Emerg. Technol. Innov. Res. 2018, 5, 222–229.

44. Gunasekaran, S.; Kumaresan, S.; Arunbalaji, R.; Anand, G.; Srinivasan, S. Density functional theory study of vibrational spectra,
and assignment of fundamental modes of dacarbazine. J. Chem. Sci. 2008, 120, 315–324. [CrossRef]

45. Kumar, A.R.; Nithya, V.; Rajeshkumar, S.; Gunasekaran, S.; Kumaresan, S.; Selvaraj, S.; Selvam, K.A.; Devanathan, J. An
experimental and theoretical evidence for structural and spectroscopic properties of 2-hydroxy-5-methoxybenzaldehyde. Int. J.
Anal. Exp. Modal Anal. 2019, 9, 1990–2003.

46. Poletto, M.; Zattera, A.J. Materials produced from plant biomass: Part III: Degradation kinetics and hydrogen bonding in lignin.
Mater. Res. 2013, 16, 1065–1070. [CrossRef]

47. He, X.; Luzi, F.; Hao, X.; Yang, W.; Torre, L.; Xiao, Z.; Xie, Y.; Puglia, D. Thermal, antioxidant and swelling behaviour of transparent
polyvinyl (alcohol) films in presence of hydrophobic citric acid-modified lignin nanoparticles. Int. J. Biol. Macromol. 2019, 127,
665–676. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

48. Yang, W.; Owczarek, J.; Fortunati, E.; Kozanecki, M.; Mazzaglia, A.; Balestra, G.; Kenny, J.; Torre, L.; Puglia, D. Antioxidant and
antibacterial lignin nanoparticles in polyvinyl alcohol/chitosan films for active packaging. Ind. Crops Prod. 2016, 94, 800–811.
[CrossRef]

49. Piccinino, D.; Capecchi, E.; Tomaino, E.; Gabellone, S.; Gigli, V.; Avitabile, D.; Saladino, R. Nano-structured lignin as green
antioxidant and UV shielding ingredient for sunscreen applications. Antioxidants 2021, 10, 274. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

50. Piccinino, D.; Capecchi, E.; Delfino, I.; Crucianelli, M.; Conte, N.; Avitabile, D.; Saladino, R. Green and Scalable Preparation of
Colloidal Suspension of Lignin Nanoparticles and Its Application in Eco-friendly Sunscreen Formulations. ACS Omega 2021, 6,
21444–21456. [CrossRef]

51. Enayat, S.; Banerjee, S. Comparative antioxidant activity of extracts from leaves, bark and catkins of Salix aegyptiaca sp. Food Chem.
2009, 116, 23–28. [CrossRef]

52. Yen, M.-T.; Yang, J.-H.; Mau, J.-L. Antioxidant properties of chitosan from crab shells. Carbohydr. Polym. 2008, 74, 840–844.
[CrossRef]

53. Yang, W.; Fortunati, E.; Bertoglio, F.; Owczarek, J.; Bruni, G.; Kozanecki, M.; Kenny, J.; Torre, L.; Visai, L.; Puglia, D. Polyvinyl
alcohol/chitosan hydrogels with enhanced antioxidant and antibacterial properties induced by lignin nanoparticles. Carbohydr.
Polym. 2018, 181, 275–284. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

54. Yang, J.M.; Su, W.Y.; Yang, M.C. Evaluation of chitosan/PVA blended hydrogel membranes. J. Membr. Sci. 2004, 236, 39–51.
[CrossRef]

http://doi.org/10.1016/j.molliq.2017.01.096
http://doi.org/10.1007/s12039-008-0054-8
http://doi.org/10.1590/S1516-14392013005000112
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijbiomac.2019.01.202
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/30710589
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.indcrop.2016.09.061
http://doi.org/10.3390/antiox10020274
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/33578879
http://doi.org/10.1021/acsomega.1c02268
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.foodchem.2009.01.092
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.carbpol.2008.05.003
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.carbpol.2017.10.084
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29253973
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.memsci.2004.02.005

	Introduction 
	Materials and Methods 
	Materials 
	Lignin Solubilization and Purification 
	Preparation of Tailed Lignin Nanoparticles (T-LNP) by Solvent-Antisolvent Method 
	Preparation of T-LNP-Based Composite Films 
	Antiradical Activity of Migrating Substances 
	Characterization 

	Results and Discussion 
	Lignin Nanoparticles 
	Microstructure 
	Proposed Formation Mechanism 
	Morphology Analysis 
	Chemical Characteristics 
	Thermal Properties 

	T-LNP Based Composite Films 
	UV Shielding Performance 
	Antiradical Activity of Migrating Substances 
	Thermal Properties 


	Conclusions 
	References

