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Abstract
A triphasic scaffold (TPS) for the regeneration of the bone–ligament interface was fabricated
combining a 3D ﬁber deposited polycaprolactone structure and a polylactic co-glycolic acid
electrospun. The scaffold presented a gradient of physical and mechanical properties which elicited
different biological responses from human mesenchymal stem cells. Biological test were performed on
the whole TPS and on scaffolds comprised of each single part of the TPS, considered as the controls.
The TPS showed an increase of the metabolic activity with culturing time that seemed to be an average
of the controls at each time point. The importance of differentiation media for bone and ligament
regeneration was further investigated. Metabolic activity analysis on the different areas of the TPS
showed a similar trend after 7 days in both differentiation media. Total alkaline phosphatase (ALP)
activity analysis showed a statistically higher activity of the TPS in mineralization medium compared
to the controls. A different glycosaminoglycans amount between the TPS and its controls was detected,
displaying a similar trend with respect to ALP activity. Results clearly indicated that the integration of
electrospinning and additive manufacturing represents a promising approach for the fabrication of
scaffolds for the regeneration of tissue interfaces, such as the bone-to-ligament one, because it allows
mimicking the structural environment combining different biomaterials at different scales.

1. Introduction
Tissue-to-tissue interfaces are heterogeneous zones
characterized by multiple cell types and by a gradient
of mechanical, structural and physico-chemical properties able to elicit a speciﬁc cell response [1]. The
ligament-to-bone interface, also called ‘enthesis’ or
‘osteoligamentous junction’, plays a pivotal role in the
human body facilitating synchronized joint motion,
musculoskeletal function and mediating load transfer
between different tissues to sustain the heterotypic
cellular communications required for interface function and homeostasis [2–4]. This interface is considered a heterotypic tissue characterized by a graded
structure from soft (ligament) to hard (bone) tissues
with a heterogeneous distribution of cell types, matrix
components and architecture [5].
© 2016 IOP Publishing Ltd

Two different types of ligament-to-bone interfaces
can be distinguished: ﬁbrous (indirect) and ﬁbrocartilaginous (direct) entheses [6]. In ﬁbrous enthesis,
Sharpey’s collagen ﬁbers connect the ligament and
bone forming acute angles [7]. The ﬁbrocartilaginous
enthesis consists of a graded transition zone composed
of four different tissues: ﬁbrous connective tissue with
typical ﬁbroblasts, calciﬁed and uncalciﬁed ﬁbrocartilage, and bone tissue with typical osteocytes [6].
Different hypotheses tried to explain the ligament-tobone interface tissue healing process, which is still not
completely understood. Lu et al suggested that
tissue interface regeneration is mediated by osteoblasts
and ﬁbroblasts via heterotypic cellular interactions
that may promote phenotypic changes or transdifferentiation of osteoblasts and/or ﬁbroblasts.
Furthermore, these interactions may promote the
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regeneration of the ﬁbrocartilage interface inducing
the differentiation of stem cells or progenitor cells into
ﬁbrochondrocytes [3].
In the last decade, interface tissue engineering
(ITE) aimed at regenerating diseased or damaged
zones between different tissue types focusing its efforts
on the development of engineered tissue graft able
to replace the physiological function of the damaged
interfaces [5, 8, 9]. Different attempts to regenerate
ligament–bone interfaces are based on the use of
conventional isotropic scaffolds during soft tissue
reconstruction that were not integrated to bones [5],
resulting in the failure of the scaffold itself [5]. Another
approach is based on the design of a stratiﬁed or multiphased biomimetic scaffolds able to reproduce the
multi-tissue organization and the mechanical, structural and physicochemical graded properties present
in the ligament–bone interfaces [3].
Different research groups have investigated the
possibility to fabricate multiphasic or stratiﬁed scaffolds for ITE. A multiphased synthetic graft composed
of 3D braided polylactic co-glycolic acid (PLGA) ﬁbers
for ACL reconstruction was proposed by Cooper et al
[10]. The graft was composed of a femoral tunnel
attachment site, a ligament region, and a tibial tunnel
attachment site. In order to promote the eventual integration of the graft with bone tissue, the density of
PLGA braids along the length was altered to create
dense tibial and femoral sections and an open ligament
region. The scaffold showed biocompatibility and
acceptable mechanical properties in vitro and in vivo
[10]. Another multi-region porous knitted silk ACL
graft was proposed by Altman et al [11]. Silk ﬁbroin,
engineered to increase hydrophilicity, was incorporated into a multi-region, porous, knitted ACL graft
designed to provide the necessary mechanical properties throughout bioresorption. Biological investigations demonstrated that the scaffold is biocompatible,
bioresorbable, and capable of supporting cellular
ingrowth and tissue remodeling. Paxton et al engineered functional ligament-to-bone attachment using
HA and the cell adhesion RGD (Arg-Gly-Asp) peptide
incorporated in a polyethylene glycol diacrylate
hydrogel (PEGDA) [12]. The incorporation of HA into
PEGDA hydrogels reduced the swelling ratio but
increased mechanical strength and stiffness of the
hydrogels and the capacity for cell growth and interface formation. Further increasing the proportion of
HA into PEG hydrogels improved interface formation,
but with high levels of HA the PEG-HA composite
became brittle. An opposite trend was detected with
the RGD incorporation. Combining HA and RGD,
better cell attachment was obtained; however, no differences in mechanical properties than PEG alone
were detected. In addition, Ma et al fabricated a bone–
ligament–bone structure introducing speciﬁc bone
segments to ligament monolayers. In particular, the
monolayers were rolled up around the bone pieces
and self-assembled into a ligament–bone–ligament
2

construct [4, 13]. Spalazzi et al proposed a stratiﬁed
triphasic scaffold (TPS) for the regeneration of ACLto-bone interface composed by three continuous phases [14, 15]. A polymer ﬁber knitted mesh was used to
mimic the ligament region, polymer microspheres for
ﬁbrocartilage and sintered polymer ceramic composite microspheres for bone tissues [14]. The scaffold
promoted cell proliferation and phenotypic matrix
production. Sahoo et al proposed a biodegradable
nano-microﬁbrous polymer scaffold by electrospinning PLGA nanoﬁbers onto a knitted PLGA scaffold in
order to provide a large biomimetic surface for
cell attachment [16]. This scaffold facilitated cell
seeding and promoted cell proliferation, function, and
differentiation.
These results demonstrated that a stratiﬁed
approach could be an adequate alternative for the fabrication of structure for bone–ligament interface
regeneration. However, gradient scaffolds with continuous transition in composition and mechanical
properties were proposed as alternative to the previous
approach due to the possibility to obtain a smoother
integration of the different tissue types [4, 5].
Singh et al proposed a 3D multiphased PLGA microsphere scaffold with a continuous stiffness gradient
obtained by incorporating calcium carbonate or
titanium dioxide into the microspheres [17]. A linear
gradient of calcium phosphate, which induced a
mechanical gradient on the structure, was created on
gelatin-coated polycaprolactone (PCL) nanoﬁbers by
Li et al [18]. These studies showed that the multi-material approach to design stratiﬁed or multi-phased
biomimetic scaffold and the possibility to tailor
its mechanical properties represent suitable alternatives to reproduce the multi-tissue organization
present in the ligament–bone interfaces. However,
the design of a multiphased scaffold able to mimic
the micro- and nano-scale gradients present at
the bone–ligament interface represents a challenge
for ITE.
In this study, a 3D ﬁber deposited–electrospun
(3DF–ESP) TPS for the regeneration of the bone–ligament interface was proposed. Using structural features
as leading criteria to mimic the bone–ligament interface, a scaffold with a linear gradient of materials,
mechanical and structural properties was fabricated
combining ESP and 3DF techniques. PCL and PLGA
were selected for the electrospinning and 3DF processes, respectively. PCL is commonly used for bone
tissue engineering, while PLGA is a well-known bioresorbable polymer with potential applications for ligament repair [19–25].

2. Materials and methods
2.1. Scaffold fabrication
Scaffolds were fabricated through a two-step process
(ﬁgure 1). Initially, PCL (average Mn ∼45 000, Sigma
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Figure 1. Two-step fabrication process: (a) PCL 3DF scaffolds with 0–90 layer conﬁguration and with 90° orientation between
successive layers were manufactured with a Bioscaffolder device; (b) subsequently, the PCL 3DF scaffolds were partially covered with a
paper foil and used as a target for the ESP jet; (c) an aligned PLGA ESP ﬁbrous network was fabricated on top of the uncovered portion
of the 3DF scaffolds; (d) ﬁnally, the paper foil was removed and triphasic scaffolds with 3DF, ESP and mixed regions were obtained.

Aldrich, The Netherlands) 3DF scaffolds were manufactured with a Bioscaffolder device (SysENG, Germany). The polymer was put in a stainless steel syringe
and heated at T=100 °C for 30 min. A nitrogen
pressure of 5 Bars was applied to the syringe through a
pressurized cap when the molten phase was achieved.
The ﬁber diameter d1, the ﬁber spacing d2, the
layer thickness d3 and the number of deposited
layers were set at 250 μm (inner diameter of the
nozzle used for plotting), 700 μm, 150 μm and 4,
respectively. The scaffold architecture was determined
3

by a 0–90 layer conﬁguration where ﬁbers were
deposited with 90° orientation steps between successive layers. The plotting speed was maintained within
275–325 mm min−1.
Subsequently, the PCL 3DF scaffold was partially
covered (two thirds of its surface) with a paper foil,
ﬁxed on a PDMS surface and used as a target for the
ESP jet. In order to have an aligned ﬁber network, the
sample was positioned on a modiﬁed collector composed by two ﬂat electrodes and used as a target for the
ESP jet (ﬁgure 1).
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An aligned ESP ﬁbrous network was fabricated
from a 4% (w/v) PLGA 85:15 solution in 1, 1, 1, 3, 3,
3-hexaﬂuoro-2-propanol (HFIP) on top of the uncovered portion of the 3DF scaffold. The voltage was 20 kV,
the air gap was 20 cm and the ﬂow rate was 1 ml h−1.
Electrospinning was performed in an environmental
chamber with a controlled temperature of 25 °C and a
relative humidity of 30%. The polymer solution was
loaded into a 5 ml syringe (BD Biosciences) and
pumped using a syringe pump (KDS-100-CE, KD Scientiﬁc) through a Teﬂon tube connected to a stainless
steel needle (0.5 mm inner diameter, 0.8 mm outer diameter). The needle was mounted in a 30×20 cm
upper parallel plate and centered on the custom made
collector. The ESP ﬁber density was determined as the
time frame used during fabrication, which was set to
90 min. At the end of this two-step process, the paper
foil and the ﬁbers on top of it were removed with a scalpel and a scaffold with 3 different regions was obtained.
2.2. Scaffold characterization
2.2.1. Geometry and architecture
Scaffolds morphology, geometry and architecture
were characterized by scanning electron microscopy
(SEM) analysis (XL 30 ESEM-FEG, Philips). Before the
observations, the samples were gold sputtered (Cressington Sputter Coater 108 auto) and the ﬁber
diameter, ﬁber spacing, and layer thickness were
evaluated from SEM pictures measuring 100 ﬁbers
using FIJI image analysis software.
2.2.2. Porosity
The porosity of 3DF region was calculated following
the theoretical approach by Landers et al [26]
(equation (1)):

Pth = 1 - Vscaffold / Vcube = 1 -

d12
p
⋅
,
4 d2 ⋅ d3

(1)

where Pth is the theoretical scaffold porosity, d1 the
ﬁber diameter, d2 the ﬁber spacing and d3 the layer
thickness.
The porosity of ESP and mixed regions was experimentally measured by measuring the ratio between the
apparent density of the scaffold and the speciﬁc density of the bulk material (equation (2)):
Pexp = 1 - rstruct / r = 1 -

M 1
⋅ ,
V r

(2)

where Pexp is the scaffold porosity, ρ is the speciﬁc
density of the polymers (r PLGA 85:15 = 1.2825 g cm-3
and r PCL = 1.145 g cm-3 ), and M and V are the
measured mass and volume of the scaffold.
The porosity of the mixed region was evaluated
considering the volume fractions of the different
materials (equation (3)):
Pmix = Pesp ⋅ fesp + P3DF ⋅ f3DF ,

(3)

where Pmix, Pesp and P3DF are the porosities of the
mixed, electrospun and 3DF regions and while fesp and
4

f3DF are the volume fractions of the electrospun and
3D printed parts of the mixed region, respectively
(equations (4) and (5)):
fesp =
fesp =

V3DF
,
Vesp + V3DF
Vesp
Vesp + V3DF

,

(4)

(5)

where V3DF and Vesp are the volume of the 3DF and
electrospun parts of the mixed region respectively.
2.2.3. Mechanical properties analysis: uniaxial
tensile test
Uniaxial tensile tests were performed to evaluate the
tensile mechanical properties of each region of the
TPS. A total of six samples per region were tested in
dry condition. The samples were rectangular shaped
with surgical scalpel so that the length-to-width aspect
ratio (4:1) provided uniform tensile stress in the region
where the strain was measured. All the samples had a
constant cross-sectional area (CSA), as measured with
a digital calliper (accuracy of 0.02 mm and resolution
of 0.01 mm). The samples were ﬁxed in standard
clamps and axially aligned to the 500 N load cell of a
Zwick Z020 material-testing machine.
The scaffolds were preconditioned by a series of
ten cycles, to 3% of strain at a strain rate of 0.1% s−1, in
order to reduce hysteresis. The samples were then tested to failure at a strain rate of 0.3% s−1. With CSA and
strain measurements, a stress–strain curve representing the tensile mechanical properties of the different
regions was created. From the stress–strain curves, the
following parameters were obtained: Young’s modulus (MPa), deﬁned as the slope of the linear region of
the stress–strain curve, ultimate stress (MPa), ultimate
strain (%) and strain energy density (MPa) at failure.
The failure mode was also noted.
2.3. Biological investigations
The biological investigations were performed both in
the single parts (partition analysis) and on the entire
structure (total analysis). In the ﬁrst case, after the cell
culture the three different areas of the TPS (3DF,
mixed and ESP) were divided using a cutter and
analysed separately in order to have a better understanding of how cellular behavior is affected by the
single regions. The rationale related to the partition
analysis is based on the hypothesis to use the three
different regions (3DF, mixed and ESP) to regenerate
three different tissue types (bone, ﬁbrocartilagineous
region and ligament, respectively). In order to verify
this hypothesis, the different regions were cultured in
basic, mineralization, and ligament media to cover the
possible in vitro scenarios, including controls. In the
second case, the entire TPS was analysed to evaluate
how it performs compared to the controls. The
rationale related to the full analysis is based on the
hypothesis that the TPS performs better than its
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controls (FDM, ESP and mixed regions). The full
analysis was performed using different media because
there is no evidence in literature of a speciﬁc medium
for a co-colture able to promote the various type of
differentiation.
In both cases the controls were represented by
scaffolds composed by only a single region, thus being
only eletrospun, 3DF and mixed structures. For the
alkaline phosphatase (ALP) activity and glycosaminoglycans (GAG) amount evaluations, the total analysis was performed considering that the ALP and GAG
total values were obtained from the arithmetical addition of the single region values.
GAG and ALP activity analysis were performed
after 7 days in proliferation medium (PM) and other 7
days in differentiation medium. The rationale related
to the choice of these time points is based on the evaluation of the triphasic architecture inﬂuence on early
differentiation.
2.3.1. Cell culture
Colony-picked human mesenchymal stem cells
(hMSCs) (male, age 22) were retrieved from the
Institute of Regenerative Medicine (Temple, Texas)
[27]. Brieﬂy, a bone marrow aspirate was drawn and
mononuclear cells were separated using density centrifugation. Cells were plated in order to obtain
adherent hMSCs, which were harvested once they
reached 60%–80% of conﬂuence (passage 0). The
hMSCs were expanded, harvested and frozen at
passage 1 (P1) for distribution. The P2 cells were
expanded at initial seeding density of about
1000 cells cm−2 in PM which consists of alpha minimum essential medium (MEM-α, Gibco) supplemented with L-glutamine (2 mM, Gibco), penicillin
(100 U ml−1, Gibco), streptomycin (100 μg ml−1,
Gibco), FBS (10% (w/v), Lonza), ascorbic acid
(0.2 mM, Sigma) and basic ﬁbroblast growth factor
(1 ng ml−1, bFGF, Instruchemie). The hMSCs were
harvested at approximately 80% of conﬂuence for
seeding on TPSs.
Before the sterilization procedure, scaffolds were
placed in a sterile non-treated 12-well plate (NUNC).
Viton® polymer rings (Eriks b.v., The Netherlands),
with an outer diameter of 22 mm and inner diameter
of 19.6 mm, were sterilized in 70% ethanol and inserted into the well to hold scaffolds to the bottom. The
scaffolds were then sterilized in 70% ethanol for
15 min, subsequently washed twice in PBS for 5 min
and ﬁnally incubated in PM overnight to pre-wet the
scaffold and promote protein adsorption. Before the
seeding procedure, scaffolds were dried. The harvested
P3 hMCSs were seeded on TPSs and controls with a
density of 140 000 cells cm−2 (500 000 cells/scaffold)
in 1.5 ml of PM. The media were refreshed every 2–3
days until day 7 in order to have almost a constant
cell distribution and density at the beginning of
every experiment. After seven days of culture, the
medium was changed to the differentiation media
5

(mineralization medium (MM) and ligament medium
(LM)) and the control one basic medium (BM). Cells
were grown at 37 °C in a humidiﬁed atmosphere with
5% CO2.
For this study four different types of media were
used. BM was used after cell seeding on the scaffolds as
control for mineralization and ligament media. BM
consisted of alpha minimum essential medium (αMEM, Gibco) supplemented with L-glutamine
(2 mM, Gibco), penicillin (100 U ml−1, Gibco) and
streptomycin (100 μg ml−1, Gibco), FBS (10% (w/v),
Lonza) and ascorbic acid (0.2 mM, Sigma). The MM,
used for cell differentiation toward the osteogenic
lineage, consisted of BM containing 10 nM dexamethasone (Sigma) and 0.01 M β-glycerophosphate
(BGP, Sigma). The LM, used for cell differentiation
into tenocytes and ﬁbroblasts, was BM with the supplement of 10 ng ml−1 of transforming growth factor
beta 3 (TGF-β3, R&D Systems). During cell expansion
and for seven days after seeding, PM was used. The
composition was the same of the BM with the supplement of basic ﬁbroblast growth factor (1 ng ml−1,
bFGF, Instruchemie).
2.3.2. Scanning electron microscopy (SEM)
After 3 days, cell attachment and distribution were
observed using a Philips XL ESEM-FEG. Brieﬂy,
scaffolds were rinsed twice with PBS and ﬁxed in 10%
formalin for 15 min. Subsequently, the samples were
dehydrated in sequential ethanol series (50%, 60%,
70%, 80%, 90%, 96% and 100%), 15 min for each
concentration. For the ﬁnal dehydration step, scaffolds
were immersed in hexamethyldisilazane (SigmaAldrich) and the solvent was left to evaporate overnight. Finally samples were gold sputter-coated (Cressington Sputter Coater 108 auto) prior to study them
under the SEM [28, 29]. SEM images were obtained
under high vacuum with an acceleration voltage of
10 kV and a working distance of 10 mm.
2.3.3. Presto blue assay
Presto blue assay (Life technology) was performed to
evaluate cell viability, proliferation and metabolic
activity after 1, 5 and 7 days of culture. Brieﬂy, the cell
permeable resazurin-based solution provided was
diluted ten times in the same type of medium in which
cells were cultured, according to the manufacturer’s
instructions. 700 μl of BM supplemented with presto
blue reagent were added to each plate and incubated
for two hours in the dark at 37 °C in a humidiﬁed
atmosphere with 5% CO2. The reducing power of
living cells modiﬁed the reagent, which turned red in
color and became highly ﬂuorescent. From each
sample, 100 μl of medium were transferred in a clear
bottom black 96 well plate and the color change was
detected using a spectrophotometer LS50B (Victor 3,
Perkin Elmer) according to the manufacturer’s
instructions (excitation/emission maxima: 535–560/

Biofabrication 8 (2016) 015009

G Criscenti et al

590–615 nm). The experiments were performed in
triplicates.
2.3.4. DNA assay
In order to quantify the cell number, the amount of
DNA was calculated with CyQuant DNA assay kit
(Molecular Probes, Invitrogen) after 7 days of culture,
according to the manufacturer’s description. Brieﬂy,
samples were stored at −30 °C and freeze-thawed 5
times. Afterwards, the constructs were digested for
16 h at 56 °C with 1 mg ml−1 proteinase K (Sigma
Aldrich) in Tris/EDTA buffer (pH 7.6). The solution is
composed of 18.5 μg ml−1 of iodoacetamine (Sigma
Aldrich) and 1 μg ml−1 pepstatin A (Sigma Aldrich).
To avoid the interference caused by the binding of the
dye to the RNA, 100 μl of the sample were incubated
for one hour at room temperature with 100 μl of lysis
buffer provided by the kit (component B diluted in
180 mM NaCl, 1 mM EDTA in distilled water in the
ratio 1:20) in which RNAse enzyme was diluted 1000
times. Quantiﬁcation of the total DNA was performed
using a green ﬂuorescent dye provided by the kit
(excitation 480 nm, emission 520 nm). Fluorescence
was measured at 480 nm using a spectrophotometer
LS50B (Victor 3, Perkin Elmer) and DNA concentrations were calculated from a λ DNA standard curve.
2.3.5. ALP assay
A partition and total ALP analysis were performed.
The TPSs and their controls were cut and stored at
−30 °C. After the thawing steps, the samples were
incubated for one hour at room temperature in a cell
lysis buffer composed of 0.1 M KH2PO4, 0.1 M
K2HPO4 and 0.1% Triton X-100 (Acros Chemicals),
pH 7.8. ALP activity quantiﬁcation was performed
using a CDP-Star kit (Roche), according to manufacturer’s protocol. Brieﬂy, 40 μl of CDP-Star reagent
were added to 10 μl of cell lysate. After 15 min of
incubation at room temperature in the dark, chemoluminescence was measured at 420 nm with a spectrophotometer LS50B (Victor 3, Perkin Elmer). The
obtained values were normalized to the DNA amount
per sample.
2.3.6. GAG assay
The amount of GAG was determined spectrophotometrically after reaction with 16 mg of dimethylmethylene blue dye (DMMB, Sigma-Aldrich) in a
10 mM hydrochloric acid solution containing
3.04 g l−1 of glycine and 2.37 g l−1 of NaCl (pH 3). A
micro plate reader (Multiskan GO, Thermo Fisher)
was used to determine the absorbance at 525 nm. The
amount of GAG was calculated using a standard of
chondroitin sulphate (Sigma-Aldrich). The GAG production was normalized to DNA quantity per sample.
2.3.7. Fluorescent staining
A ﬂuorescence analysis was performed to evaluate cell
morphology and distribution after 3 days of culture.
6

Brieﬂy, scaffolds were rinsed twice with PBS and ﬁxed
in 10% formalin for 15 min. Cell membranes were
permeabilised with 0.25% (v/v) Triton X-100 (SigmaAldrich) in PBS for 5 min, followed by rinsing in PBS
three times for 5 min. Nonspeciﬁc binding was
blocked using 1% (w/v) BSA in PBS. Nuclei were
labeled incubating the samples with 100 ng ml−1 of 4',
6' diamidin-2’-phenylindoldihydrochlorid (DAPI, in
PBS, Sigma, Munich, Germany) for 20 min. After
rinsing the sample 3 times with PBS, to visualize the
cytoskeleton, actin ﬁlaments were stained with
200 ng ml−1 of phalloidin (Alexa Fluor 594 phalloidin,
Invitrogen) for 1 h. Samples were rinsed 3 times,
stored in the dark and subsequently analysed on a
ﬂuorescent microscope (Nikon Eclipse E600). For
DAPI staining, a BFP ﬁlter (excitation wavelength
379–401 nm, emission wavelength 438–485) and for
phalloidin, a Texas Red ﬁlter (excitation wavelength
542–576 nm, emission wavelength 600–675 nm) were
used. Pictures were taken with a Nikon DS-Fi1c
camera equipped with NIS-Element software.
2.4. Statistical analysis
All data are expressed as mean±standard deviation.
Biochemical assays were performed with triplicate
biological samples. A one-way statistical analysis of
variance (ANOVA) with a signiﬁcant level p of 0.05
was used to determine differences among the groups.
A two-way ANOVA with a signiﬁcant level p of 0.05
was used to determine differences among the group
and different time points. In both cases, Tukey’s
multiple comparisons test was used to perform post
hoc analysis. Statistical signiﬁcance between the control group and the experimental groups are indicated
with (*) which represents a p-value<0.05, (**) which
represents a p-value<0.01, and (***) which represents a p-value<0.001.

3. Results
3.1. Scaffold structure and architecture
The TPSs were characterized by three different
regions: the 3DF, the ESP and the mixed parts
(ﬁgure 2). The scaffold had a circular shape and a
surface of 3.5 mm2 equally divided among the three
regions.
SEM analysis revealed a ﬁber diameter of
208±7.1 μm, a ﬁber spacing of 734±15 μm, and a
layer thickness of 202±9 μm for the 3DF region
(ﬁgure 2(a)). The ﬁber diameter of the ESP network
was 0.588±0.02 μm (ﬁgures 2(b) and (c)). This corresponded to a porosity of 77.1±1.7% for the 3DF
region, and to a porosity of 95.9±1.6% for the ESP
one. The porosity of the mixed region was measured as
80.2±2.7%. The scaffolds presented interconnected
porous structures and no layer delamination phenomenon occurred.
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Figure 2. Triphasic scaffold regions: (a) 3DF region (scale bar: 500 μm), (b) mixed region (scale bar: 200 μm), (c) ESP region (scale bar:
20 μm).

Table 1. Mechanical properties of the three different regions.
Material properties

3DF

Mixed

ESP

Ultimate
stress (MPa)
Ultimate strain (%)
Young’s modulus (MPa)
Strain energy density (MPa)

1.62±0.27

2.57±0.51

5.21±1.11

4.81±0.69
43.6±8.1

6.71±0.31
50.6±10.5

22.1±3.2
88.9±15.1

1.78±0.27

1.81±0.39

2.14±0.81

region they connect the ﬁbers by bridging the pores.
No cell clusters due to the cell seeding were observed.

3.2. Mechanical analysis
The mechanical behavior of the different regions of
the TPSs was evaluated performing uniaxial tensile
tests. During the preconditioning phase, the three
regions showed hysteresis phenomena. During the
uniaxial tensile testing phase, stress–strain curves
representing the mechanical properties of the structure were obtained. All the samples failed at the middle
region (n=6), indicating that the tensile test was
appropriately set up. The obtained results are listed in
table 1 and ﬁgure 3.
The three regions showed a different mechanical
behavior. The Young’s modulus of the ESP region was
statistically higher than the modulus of the 3DF
region. For the mixed region, it seems that the 3DF
part was predominant and inﬂuenced the tensile
mechanical behavior of the entire scaffold
(ﬁgure 3(a)).
Similar trends were found for the ultimate stress
and ultimate strain (ﬁgures 3(b) and (c)). No statistical
differences were found for the strain energy density
(ﬁgure 3(d)). These results demonstrated that the TPS
is characterized by a gradient of mechanical properties
that could stimulate different cell response and
differentiation.

3.4. Cell proliferation and metabolic activity
The metabolic activity after 1, 5 and 7 days in PM was
evaluated with Presto blue assay (ﬁgure 5(a)). All the
samples showed an increase of metabolic activity
except for the control of the mixed region. The TPS
showed a metabolic activity that seemed to be an
average of the controls at each time point. After 7 days
in proliferation media the study was carried on using
two different media for the differentiation analysis
(MM and LM) while BM was used as a control. The
metabolic activity of the different regions of the TPS
was evaluated after 7 days in differentiation media.
The partition analysis on the different areas of the
TPSs showed a similar trend after 7 days in differentiation medium (ﬁgure 5(b)).
In all the media, the ESP region showed the highest
metabolic activity. When comparing the three media,
BM supported a higher metabolic activity in all the
regions.
After 14 days of culture (7 d in PM and 7 d in BM/
MM/LM) a partition and a total DNA assay were performed. Total DNA analysis (ﬁgure 6(a)) showed no
statistical differences among the different culture conditions. However, statistically different behaviors were
found between the TPS and its controls. In particular,
the TPSs showed a higher number of cells compared to
mixed control in BM and MM while a similar trend
was detected with 3DF control in LM.
For the partition analysis, ﬁgure 6(b) shows that no
statistical differences in the cell number were found
comparing the different regions of the TPS and there
were no differences among the different culture
conditions.

3.3. Cell morphology and distribution
Cell morphology and distribution after 3 days of
culture in PM were evaluated through SEM and
ﬂuorescence analysis (ﬁgure 4). These analyses
revealed that hMSCs were homogeneously distributed
on the entire scaffold and at the interface areas. In the
ESP mesh they are well spread, whereas on the 3DF

3.5. Evaluation of ALP activity analysis
ALP is an enzyme responsible for the dephosphorylation of several molecules including nucleotides and
proteins. ALP has always been related to osteoblast
differentiation, as an increase of the enzyme activity
was observed in the early stages of their commitment
[30]. After 7 days in PM and 7 days in MM, hMSCs
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Figure 3. Mechanical properties of the different regions.

differentiation was studied evaluating ALP activity
both on partitioned and bulk scaffold samples.
Observing the total ALP activity, the entire TPS
showed a statistically higher ALP activity in MM compared to the three different controls (ﬁgure 7(a)). Considering the two media, statistically higher ALP
activities (p-value<0.001) were found in all the different regions when MM was used. The increase in
ALP activity along the entire culture period could
represent a ﬁrst indication of hMSCs differentiation
toward the osteogenic lineage.
Comparing the different areas of the TPS after 7
days in differentiation medium, it is possible to identify a trend in ALP activity in case of MM (ﬁgure 7(b)).
ALP seemed higher in the 3DF part, suggesting a possible differentiation toward the osteogenic lineage,
whereas it decreased in the mixed and in the ESP
regions. Considering the two media, statistically
higher ALP activities (p-value<0.001) were found in
all the different parts when MM was used.
3.6. GAG analysis
GAGs secretion was determined as an indicator for
ligamentogenesis. After 7 days in PM and 7 days in
LM, hMSCs differentiation was studied evaluating
GAG content and performing partition and total GAG
Assays. Observing the total GAGs amount, the entire
TPS showed a statistically higher GAG content in BM
and LM compared to the three different controls
(ﬁgure 8(a)).
8

Despite no statistical differences were found
among the different regions of the TPSs after 7 days in
LM (ﬁgure 8(b)), the different GAG amount among
the TPS and its controls, in addition to a similar
trend in ALP activity, suggested that the triphasic
conﬁguration seems to inﬂuence hMSCs behavior
in vitro.

4. Discussion
Engineering interface tissues requests a complex
strategy that includes the use of speciﬁc biomaterials
and fabrication techniques to recreate the adequate
multi-tissue transition, but also speciﬁc cell types
and culture conditions to promote growth and
differentiation.
A successful scaffold for ITE applications has
minimum requirements in terms of biological, biochemical and physical properties [31]. Materials
should have adequate mechanical properties to resist
to wound contraction forces invoked during tissue
healing in vivo. In addition, sufﬁcient structural integrity is fundamental to obtain stable mechanical conditions and vascularization of the host site [31, 32].
In this study, a biomimetic approach was used to
design a 3DF–ESP TPS for the regeneration of
the bone–ligament interface. PCL and PLGA based
scaffolds with a graded variation of their physicochemical and mechanical properties were fabricated
in a two-step process to mimic the multi-tissue
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Figure 4. Cell morphology and distribution after 3 days of culture.

Figure 5. (a) Metabolic activity after 1, 5 and 7 days in PM: triphasic scaffold showed a metabolic activity that seemed to be an average
of the controls at each time point. Controls were represented by scaffolds composed by only one region, thus being only electrospun,
3DF and mixed structures; (b) partition metabolic activity after 7 days in PM and other 7 days in BM/MM/LM in the different control
scaffolds. Controls were represented by scaffolds composed by only one region, thus being only eletrospun, 3DF and mixed structures.

organization of the native ligament-to-bone insertion
site. Electrospinning of PLGA was used to mimic the
ligament, tissue while the bone tissue was reproduced
by 3D ﬁber deposition of PCL. The ﬁbrocartilagineous
9

region was reproduced combining the previous techniques. The presence of different regions could support different cell type and favor the formation of
different tissues on a single construct.
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Figure 6. (a) Total cell number after 7 days in PM and other 7 days in BM/MM/LM. Controls were represented by scaffolds composed
by only one region, thus being only eletrospun, 3DF and mixed structures; (b) partition cell number after 7 days in PM and other 7
days in BM/MM/LM.

The use of different biomaterials processed by two
different techniques allowed the fabrication of scaffolds with interconnected porous regions and with different morphologies and porosities. Assembling the
different phases of the scaffold represented a difﬁcult
step of the fabrication process. Several authors proposed different methods. Moroni et al directly electrospun ﬁbers on top of the FDM structure, where FDM
and electrospinning were alternatively carried out in a
layer-by-layer process [33]. In this way, the ESP network was blocked between two layers of FDM structures. Vaquette et al tried to quickly immerse the
bottom part of an FDM scaffold into a speciﬁc solvent
producing a severe damage in the ESP structure [31].
For this reason, a heat press-ﬁtting treatment was utilized for the adhesion of ESP ﬁber on the FDM construct [31]. Park et al used a solid free form fabrication
technique combined with multiple polymers casting
process to fabricate PCL/PGA hybrid constructs [34].
In our case, the choice of speciﬁc polymers, solvent
and techniques, as well as the optimization of fabrication and environmental parameters, allowed to fabricate a TPS by directly electrospinning on top of the
FDM structure without the use of additional steps.
This phenomenon is probably due to the HFIP vapor
that promoted the ﬁber welding to the 3DF structure.
The porosity analysis of the 3DF–ESP TPS revealed
values within the range of natural bone tissue for the
3DF region and within the range of the ligament tissue
for the ESP region [35].
The concept of designing structures with continuous or step-wise change in micro- and macrostructure and in the resulting physico-chemical and
mechanical properties has about two decades of history. The use of gradient or stratiﬁed structures for ITE
applications, for example, could optimize the implant
capability of withstanding different mechanical loads
at speciﬁc regions minimizing stress-shielding [36].
Stratiﬁed multiphased scaffolds have been investigated
for orthopaedic TE and in particular for osteochondral applications [14].
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Mechanical analysis of the TPS demonstrated that
its different regions have different tensile mechanical
properties and its mechanical gradient could stimulate
different cell response. A similar result was obtained
by Li et al who generated a linear gradient of calcium
phosphates on a non-woven mat of electrospun nanoﬁbers, which inﬂuenced the mechanical behavior of
the structure [18]. Observing the mechanical results,
the ESP region showed a higher Young’s modulus
compared to the 3DF ones. This is probably due to the
presence of large pores on the 3DF structure that
reduced the effective CSA while the much more tightly
packed ESP regions had the effective CSA closer to the
apparent one. Observing the mixed part, two different
sub-regions can be easily identiﬁed: the ESP and 3DF
structures. Both regions, during uniaxial tensile test,
were subjected to the same deformation. For this reason, in ﬁrst approximation, the mechanical behavior
of the mixed region can be homogenized using a Voigt
model consisting of two springs in parallel. In this case
the mechanical response is described by the
equation (6):
E tot = u Esp ⋅ EEsp + u3DF ⋅ E3DF,

(6)

where E tot is the Young’s modulus of the entire
structure, u Esp and u3DF are the volume fractions of
the ESP and 3DF sub-regions while EEsp and E3DF
represent the Young’s moduli of the ESP and 3DF
regions.
The different thicknesses and, consequently, the
different cross sectional areas inﬂuenced the volume
fractions and the effective contribution of each subregion to the Young’s modulus of the mixed part. For
this reason, despite E3DF < EEsp, u Esp  u3DF and the
3DF part is predominant and inﬂuence the tensile
mechanical behavior of the entire mixed region.
Nevertheless, Matyas et al quantiﬁed the principal
stresses as function of spatial position in the femoral
insertion of medial collateral ligament [37]. They
demonstrated that the resultant of the principal stresses is a two-dimensional vector: the principal tensile
stresses were identiﬁed in the ligament substance and
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Figure 7. (a) Total ALP activity after 7 days in PM and other 7 days in BM/MM. Controls were represented by scaffolds composed by
only one region, thus being only eletrospun, 3DF and mixed structures; (b) partition ALP activity after 7 days in PM and other 7 days in
BM/MM.

Figure 8. (a) Total GAGs after 7 days in PM and other 7 days in BM/LM. Controls were represented by scaffolds composed by only one
region, thus being only electrospun, 3DF and mixed structures; (b) partition GAGs after 7 days in PM and other 7 days in BM/LM.

followed the collagen ﬁber orientation while a combination of tensile and compressive stresses were identiﬁed along the inner curvature of the insertion near the
hard–soft-tissue interface. These results suggested that
compressive tests should be performed as well to better understanding the mechanical behavior of scaffolds. However, during uniaxial compression test, the
ESP and 3DF sub-regions of the mixed part would be
subjected to the same stress. For this reason, in ﬁrst
approximation, the mechanical behavior of the mixed
region could be homogenized using a Reuss model
consisting of two springs in series. In this case the
mechanical response is described by equation (7):
E tot =

E3DF ⋅ EEsp
u Esp ⋅ E3DF + u3DF ⋅ EEsp

.

(7)

From equation (7), it is possible to conclude that,
the total Young’s modulus is strongly dependent from
the volume fractions. In particular, u Esp  u3DF and
the E tot » E3DF. The compressive elastic modulus of
the 3DF region is similar to the tensile one [38]. For
this reason, in the case of the mixed region only tensile
tests were performed.
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As hMSCs are an easily available cell source at the
implantation site in orthopaedic applications, seeding
these cells on such TPSs and evaluating their activity
could be a valid analysis to check the scaffold ability to
induce a speciﬁc response related to the speciﬁc
region. Cell seeding efﬁciency on 3DF, ESP and mixed
scaffold was previously evaluated [33, 39, 40]. Cell
morphology and distribution analysis on the 3DF–
ESP TPSs revealed that hMSCs were homogeneously
distributed on the entire scaffold and at the interface
areas. The graded structural and mechanical properties also inﬂuenced the metabolic activity of the TPS.
Moreover, the presence of a mechanical gradient
could contribute hMSCs differentiation toward the
osteogenic, chondrogenic and ligamentogenic lineages, although previous studies focusing on the inﬂuence of Young’s modulus on stem cell differentiation
used hydrogels of signiﬁcantly lower stiffness compared to the scaffolds here developed [41]. This scenario seems to be supported by the ALP activity
results. Even though ALP is highly expressed by cells in
mineralized tissue, its function is not completely
understood. It appears to act as a promoter of the
mineralization process both increasing the local
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concentration of inorganic phosphate and decreasing
the concentration of extracellular pyrophosphate [42].
As consequence, it is possible to assume that an upregulation in ALP activity reﬂects the number of osteogenic committed progenitor cells in a population.
However, high variations in both ALP levels and
in vitro induction kinetics were observed between
hMSCs from different donors [43]. The higher ALP
activity showed by the TPS compared to the controls
in the total analysis and the increase in ALP activity
along the different regions represented a ﬁrst indication of hMSCs differentiation toward the osteogenic
lineage. This analysis suggested that the 3DF region of
the TPS could support early bone formation. GAGs
analysis revealed higher GAG content in the TPS compared to the controls and no signiﬁcant differences
among the different regions. This behavior could also
be due to the early time points used for GAGs analysis.
Typically, GAGs are synthesized at later time points
and future investigations will evaluate the GAGs
amount after 2 weeks of culture in differentiation
medium.
The design of a multiphased structure composed
of an FDM scaffold (bone compartment) and an electrospun membrane (ligament compartment) was also
proposed by Vaquette et al to regenerate the periodontal ligament (PDL) [31]. Using a cell-based strategy,
osteoblasts culture and multiple PDL cell sheets were
combined to achieve bone and PDL regeneration. In
vitro studies demonstrated that osteoblasts produced
mineralized matrix in the bone compartment and the
PDL cell sheet harvesting did not induced signiﬁcant
cell death [31]. In vivo studies conﬁrmed in vitro analysis showing an intense ALP staining in the bone compartment with osteoblasts culture and the
incorporation of the multiple PDL cell sheets. However, also in this case, all the biological investigations
were carried out using two different primary cell types.
The approach proposed in our study to engineer the
bone–ligament interface is based on the use of two
materials with different mechanical properties and
permitted the fabrication of a scaffold with a three different graded zones. The main advantage of this
approach is the possibility to create a structure that
closely mimic the structural, mechanical and topographical properties at the micro- and nano-scale of
the bone, ligament, and calciﬁed/uncalciﬁed ﬁbrocartilagineous regions, simultaneously.
The use of stratiﬁed and multiphase scaffolds for
ITE has been previously described in other studies
[15, 44]. However, to the best of our knowledge, in literature there are studies related to only stratiﬁed scaffold or only multiphased ones. For this reason, the
3DF–ESP TPS can be considered the ﬁrst example of
the simultaneous combination of stratiﬁed and multi
phased approaches on two different spatial directions,
due to its phase variation along its length (3DF, mix,
ESP) and to the stratiﬁcation along the thickness
showed in the mixed region.
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The 3DF–ESP TPS can represent an in vitro model
of the ligament-to-bone interface. In order to develop
a fully integrated interface scaffold, future investigations will focus on cell–cell (osteoblast–ﬁbroblasts)
[45] and cell–scaffold interactions (e. g. effect on preservation of cellular phenotype, effect on the release of
mediators such as chemotactic and growth factors that
elicit and sustain inﬂammatory responses at the
implant site) and on corroborating these initial indications suggesting an inﬂuence of the proposed scaffold
design on hMSCs differentiation through gene expression analysis of speciﬁc osteogenic and ligamentogenic
markers, as well as analysis of functional protein markers (e.g. mineralization for bone, collagen type I formation for ligament) at later time points. Moreover,
an osteoblasts–ﬁbroblasts co-culture can be performed to analyse the phase-speciﬁc cell distribution
and heterogeneity during long term culture.

5. Conclusions
Interface tissue regeneration requires a coordinated
response of the different soft- and hard-tissues during
the wound healing process [31]. ITE is an emerging
ﬁeld and the proposed 3DF–ESP TPS represents a
possible and viable alternative for the regeneration of
bone-to-ligament interface promoting bone formation and ligament regeneration. The integration of
ESP and 3DF represents a promising technique for the
manufacturing of interface scaffolds able to come a
step closer in mimicking the structural biological
environment through the combination of different
biomaterials at different scales.
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