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Abstract: - High temperature heat-treatment of wood is a very valuable technique which improves 

many properties (biological durability, dimensional stability, thermal insulating characteristics) of 

natural wood. Also, it changes the natural color of wood to a very attractive dark brown color.  

Unfortunately, this color is not stable if left unprotected in external environment and turns to gray or 

white depending on the wood species. The acrylic polyurethane coatings which have high resistance 

against aging are further modified by adding bark extracts and/or lignin stabilizer to enhance their 

effectiveness in preventing the wood aging behaviour. The aging characteristic of this coating is 

compared with acrylic polyurethane combined with commercially available organic UV stabilizers. 

In this study, their performance on three heat-treated North American wood species (jack pine, 

quaking aspen and white birch) are compared under accelerated aging conditions. Both the color 

change data and visual assessment indicate improvement in protective characteristic of acrylic 

polyurethane when bark extracts and lignin stabilizer are used in place of commercially available 

UV stabilizer. The results showed that although acrylic polyurethane with bark extracts and lignin 

stabilizer was more efficient compared to acrylic polyurethane with organic UV stabilizers in 

protecting heat-treated jack pine, it failed to protect heat-treated aspen and birch effectively after 

672h of accelerated aging. This degradation was not due to the coating adhesion loss or coating 

degradation during accelerated aging; rather, it was due to the significant degradation of heat-treated 

aspen and birch surface beneath this coating. The XPS results revealed formation of carbonyl 

photoproducts after aging on the coated surfaces and chain scission of C-N of urethane linkages. 

 

Key-Words: - Heat-treated wood, Acrylic polyurethane coatings, Bark extracts, Accelerated aging, 
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1. Introduction 

 

High temperature heat-treatment of wood is a feasible alternative to chemical treatment which has 

adverse effect on human health as well as environment [1]. Heat-treated wood gained much 

attention in the recent past due to its dark brown color, better dimensional stability, and improved 

biological resistance compared to those of natural wood [1-11]. Heat-treated woods are mainly used 

for decorative purposes in building materials. Unfortunately, the color of heat-treated wood is not 

stable in outer environment if left unprotected [12-14]. To overcome this problem a non toxic and 

transparent coating need to be developed which can protect this value-added product from outer 

environment without changing its appearance and texture. Acrylic polyurethane coatings containing 

bark extract and lignin stabilizer found to be highly effective in protecting heat-treated jack pine 

under accelerated aging conditions [15]. In this paper, the efficiency of this coating in preventing the 

discoloration of heat-treated jack pine is compared with its efficiency in protecting heat-treated 

white birch and heat-treated quaking aspen. These results are also compared with acrylic 

polyurethane coating containing commercially available light stabilizers to give an overview about 

the effectiveness of bark extracts.  

 

2. Materials and Methods 

Color measurement technique is a very useful measurement of wood surface degradation under the 

actions of several environmental factors such as UV/VIS light, water in the form of humidity and rain, heat, 

pollution and several others. UV/VIS light and water are the main factors for wood aging. To study their 

effect in a shorter time period on heat-treated and coated surfaces of different wood species, accelerated aging 

tests were carried out. The color of each sample was measured before and after aging. 



The surface degradation of these coatings on heat-treated jack pine (Pinus banksiana), quaking 

aspen (Populus tremuloides) and white birch (Betula papyrifera) which were subjected to 

accelerated aging conditions for different exposure periods were quantified mainly by discoloration 

of their surfaces with the help of color measurements. Visual assessments were carried out to detect 

the presence of any cracks or check on the coated heat-treated surfaces during accelerated aging. 

Changes in the chemical compositions of these coatings taking place during accelerated aging were 

quantified by carrying out XPS analysis. In addition, the wood-coating interactions and degradation 

at the wood coating interface were investigated using Fluorescence Microscope and SEM analysis. 

 

2.1 Wood Sample Preparation 

The heat treatment of white birch (205°C) and quaking aspen (210°C) was carried out in a prototype 

furnace of UQAC at Chicoutimi (Quebec, Canada). The boards obtained from a local sawmill in 

Saguenay-Lac-St-Jean (Quebec, Canada) were heated up to temperatures given above with a heating rate 

of 15°C/h in humid inert gas, and were kept at that temperature for one hour. Heat-treated jack pine 

(210°C) on the other hand was obtained from Industries ISA, Normandin, Quebec. It is heat treated 

with the same heating rate used for the treatment of birch and aspen. 

The heat-treated wooden boards were then planed followed by sawing. The wood samples for 

different tests were chosen carefully from the lot by avoiding any visible defects or cracks. 

 

2.2 Acrylic Polyurethane Coatings 

Sunlight cured water based acrylic polyurethane composed of two components was obtained from 

Bayer Corporation, Germany. The color protection effectiveness of bark extracts (synthesized in 

laboratory, UQAC and preparation details were given in another publication) [15] and lignin 

stabilizer (obtained from CIBA speciality Chemicals) were compared with commercially available 



organic UV absorber and HALS (tinuvin 123 and tinuvin1130, obtained from CIBA speciality 

Chemicals). Three layers of each coating were applied on heat-treated aspen, jack pine, and birch by 

brush along the grain direction. The theoretical coverage rate (what is theoretical coverage?) of the 

above mentioned two coatings were 2.28 m2/L and 1.75 m2/L for acrylic polyurethane with organic 

UV stabilizers and acrylic polyurethane with bark extract and lignin stabilizer respectively. 

 

2.3 Aging Test 

Accelerated aging tests were conducted in Atlas Xenon Weather-Ometer (with a daylight filter, 

irradiation 0.35W/m2 at 340nm, BPT 63±3◦C and continuous light cycle with 102min light and 18 

min specimen spray with light). All the samples were exposed to UV light and water spray for 

different times. The maximum exposure time was 1500h. Samples of each species painted with 

different coatings were taken out after 72h, 168h, 336h, 672h, 1008h and 1500 h exposure. 

 

2.4 Color Measurement 

The color of all the samples was measured before and after the aging test using Datacolor CHECK® 

spectrocolorimeter with diffuse illumination 8° viewing in conformance with CIE publication 

No.15.2 (Colorimeter based on D65 light source by simulating day light). The CIE L*, a*, b* 

coordinates were characterized by three parameters. L* axis represented the lightness and it varies 

from 100 (white) to 0 (black). a* and b* were the chromaticity indices where +a* was the red, -a* 

was the green, +b* was the yellow, -b* was the blue directions. The color differences were 

calculated using the equations [1] to [3] and the total color difference was calculated from equation 

[4] for each sample. 

 [1] 



 [2] 

 [3] 

   [4] 

2.5 Visual Assessment 

The visual assessments were done by taking photographs of heat-treated and coated wood surfaces 

at different aging times. The color change and other changes in surface appearances were carefully 

noted and reported in the results section. 

 

2.6 XPS measurement 

The XPS measurements of heat-treated and coated wood samples were performed by AXIS Ultra 

XPS spectrometer (Kratos Analytical) at the Alberta Centre for Surface Engineering and Science 

(ACSES), University of Alberta. The base pressure in the analytical chamber was lower than 2×10-8 

Pa. Mono-chromate Al Kα (hν = 1486.6 eV) source was used at a power of 210 W. The resolution 

function of the instrument for the source in hybrid lens mode was 0.55 eV for Ag 3d and 0.70 eV for 

Au 4f peaks. The photoelectron exit was along the normal of the sample surface with an analysis 

spot of 400×700 μm. Charge neutralizer was used to compensate sample charging during the 

analysis. The survey scans spanned from 1100 eV to 0 eV binding energies which were collected 

with analyzer pass energy (PE) of 160 eV and a step of 0.35 eV. For the high-resolution spectra the 

pass-energy of 20 eV with a step of 0.1 eV was used. CASA software was applied in the data 

processing. A linear background was subtracted from each peak, and then the peak area was 

evaluated and scaled to the instrument sensitivity factors. The composition was calculated from the 

survey spectra with sum of all peaks after scaling equal to 100 %. The spectra fitting and component 

analysis were performed using the high-resolution spectra. 



2.7 Fluorescence microscopy analysis 

The fluorescence microscopy tests were carried out in Laboratoire d’écologie Végétale et Animale, 

UQAC. Small microcores were cut and were dehydrated in successive immersions in ethanol and 

Histo-Clear and embedded in paraffin as recommended by Rossi et al. [16]. Transverse sections, 7 

μm thick, were cut with a rotary microtome, placed on glass slides. All sections were stained with a 

0.5% aqueous solution of Toluidine Blue and with 1% Sudan IV solution prepared in 95% ethanol 

[17] to enhance the contrast of the wood tissue and coatings. A camera mounted on an optical 

microscope was used to record numerical images with an image analysis system specifically 

designed for wood cells (WinCELL). 

 

2.8 SEM analysis 

Small samples of dimension 1cm×1cm×1cm were cut from the heat-treated and coated wood 

samples before and after aging for different periods. The specimens were vacuum dried for one 

week at room temperature prior to SEM analysis. Each sample was then sputtered (in three 

directions-axial, radial and exposed surface) with gold-platinum coating with a plasma current of 

10mA, chamber pressure of 6×10-2mbar, and sputtering time of 140s by using a Polaron Range 

sputter coater. The SEM analysis was done by using JEOL-JSM-6480LV with secondary electron 

scattering and with a low voltage of 10KV to avoid damage from charging. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



3. Results and Discussions 

 

3.1 Color Measurement 

The color measurement results revealed that after aging all coated wood surfaces became lighter in 

nature (See Fig. 1a). Variation in lightness index was less for acrylic polyurethane containing bark 

extract and lignin stabilizer coated heat-treated wood species compared to color change of acrylic 

polyurethane with organic UV stabilizer coated heat-treated wood species. The least change in 

lightness index was observed for acrylic polyurethane with bark extract and lignin stabilizer coated 

heat-treated jack pine. Highest variation in the same index was noticed for acrylic polyurethane 

coating containing organic UV stabilizers applied to heat-treated aspen. After 1500h of accelerated 

aging, the lightness index variations converged to each other for all the three wood species coated 

with acrylic polyurethane containing organic UV stabilizers. After aging, all the coated wood 

surfaces became greener in nature and the most change in red-green index was observed for coated 

heat-treated aspen coated with acrylic polyurethane coating containing organic UV stabilizers (See 

Fig. 1b). Other than heat-treated jack pine coated with acrylic polyurethane containing bark extract 

and lignin stabilizer, all other surfaces became bluish in nature after aging for 1500h whereas the 

former surface became yellowish (See Fig. 1c). 

 The color measurement results (Fig.1) showed that the efficiency of acrylic polyurethane was 

enhanced and stabilized by bark extracts and lignin stabilizer compared to that of organic UV 

stabilizers on all heat-treated wood species. The acrylic polyurethane with organic UV stabilizers 

exhibited similar total color change on all the three heat-treated wood species (Fig 1d). Conversely, 

acrylic polyurethane coating containing bark extract and lignin stabilizer showed comparatively less 

color change on heat-treated jack pine whereas on heat-treated aspen and birch it exhibited very 

significant color change.There might be several different reasons for this difference: 



• The total percentage of lignin in heat-treated jack pine (35%) is more than the lignin 

percentage in heat-treated aspen (26%) and birch (26%). 

• Also, lignin present in jack pine (softwood) is generally guaiacyl lignin which is mainly 

composed of coniferyl alcohol units. Guaiacyl-syringyl lignin found in hardwoods (aspen and 

birch), on the other hand, contains monomeric units from coniferyl and sinapyl alcohol. Pandey and 

Tapani in 2008 [18] reported that the syringyl moieties of the lignin are more sensitive to UV light 

than the guaiacyl units which resulted in higher degradation rate of lignin in hardwoods compared to 

softwoods. 

• The extractives present on the jack pine surface are different than those of birch and aspen. 

 

3.2 Visual Assessment 

The visual assessment supported the color measurement results. The results revealed marked 

improvement in discoloration of acrylic polyurethane coated heat-treated jack pine when bark 

extracts and lignin stabilizer were used in place of organic UV stabilizers available in the market. 

However, when the same coating is applied to heat-treated aspen and birch surfaces, hardly any 

improvement in color protection was observed during color measurement. It was clear from visual 

evaluation of color change that acrylic polyurethane coating containing bark extracts and lignin 

stabilizer protected heat-treated aspen and birch better for initial 672h of accelerated aging 

compared to acrylic polyurethane coating containing organic UV stabilizers. Also small cracks were 

noticed on the heat-treated wood surfaces coated with acrylic polyurethane containing organic UV 

stabilizer after 1008h of aging. However, checks or cracks were not visible on heat-treated wood 

surfaces coated with the acrylic polyurethane containing bark extracts and lignin stabilizer even after 



1500h of accelerated aging. This proved the fact that addition of bark extracts and lignin stabilizer 

certainly improved the characteristics of acrylic polyurethane coating. 

On the whole, acrylic polyurethane coating containing bark extract and lignin stabilizer exhibited 

very good protective characteristic on heat-treated jack pine, however, it failed to protect heat-

treated aspen and heat-treated birch surfaces from degradation after 672h of accelerated aging (Fig. 

2).  As explained above, bark extracts enriched with phenolic compounds have high antioxidant 

properties. Therefore, they mainly act as singlet oxygen quencher or free radical scavenger once the 

photo degradation starts at wood surface. Lignin content of heat-treated jack pine is much higher 

compared to that of heat-treated hard wood species (birch and aspen). Probably due to this reason, 

photodegradation of heat-treated jack pine was much less compared to that of heat-treated aspen and 

birch.  

 

3.3 Fluorescence Microscopy Assessment 

The light microscopy observations facilitates evaluation of penetration characteristics of different 

coatings in early wood and late wood regions and change in coating thickness with aging time. 

The light micrographs of transverse section of the coating containing bark extract and lignin 

stabilizer and heat-treated jack pine, aspen and birch surfaces under this coating have been 

compared in Fig. 3 for different aging times. The light microscope pictures revealed good adhesion 

between heat-treated jack pine, aspen and birch with the coating before aging (Fig. 3) although 

almost no penetration was observed for jack pine (Fig. 3a). On the contrary, considerable 

penetration was observed for aspen (Fig. 3c) and birch (Fig. 3b) due to the presence of vessels which 

have much bigger radii compared to tracheids present in jack pine. If birch and aspen are compared, 

the coating material penetrated into aspen more due to its lower density compared to the density of 



birch. Since the most penetration was detected for aspen, the coating thickness was lower for this 

species compared to the thickness observed for others for the same number of coating layers.  

It was clear from light micrographs that there was no degradation at jack pine-coating interface even 

after 1500h of aging, although coating detachment was observed in early wood region (Fig. 3). 

Complete detachment of the cells from each other for 5-6 cell layers was observed for birch after 

672h of aging. The extent of degradation increased further after 1500h of aging and complete 

detachment of the coating layer was noticed at this time. Same phenomenon was also observed for 

aspen but the extent of degradation was more important than that of heat-treated birch. After 1500h 

of aging, not only the middle lamella region but also the cell walls degraded significantly for aspen. 

Therefore, it can be concluded that coating thickness is a very important parameter in protection of 

wood from outer environment. 

 

3.4 SEM Analysis 

The main interest of SEM examination of coated wood is the wood-coating interface. The objective 

is to investigate the micro-structural changes occurring beneath the coating surface and study the 

mode of failure of coating. Adhesion between wood surface and coating has been studied by 

scanning electron microscopy to detect early evidence of photo degradation as explained by 

Turkulin [19]. The results of harmful UV transmittance to the wood surface through semitransparent 

coatings can cause crack formation in the pit membranes, loss of occurrence of radial fibril 

agglomeration and the development of the brittleness on fractured cross sections of softwood 

tracheids [20].  The micrographs of aged coated surfaces did not reveal any information about the 

chalking, porosity and brittleness. 

 



The SEM micrographs of coated (acrylic polyurethane coating containing bark extract and lignin 

stabilizer) and heat-treated aspen, birch, and jack pine are compared at different aging times in 

Fig.4. It was clear from these micrographs that the coating containing bark extract and lignin 

stabilizer was in good contact with the outer cell layer before aging (Fig. 4). After 672h of aging, no 

structural changes were observed for heat-treated jack pine whereas micro-structural damage was 

evident for aspen and birch (Fig. 4b). The damage for aspen was almost doubled after 672h of aging 

compared to that of birch. Small local degradation was noticed for jack pine after 1500h of aging but 

only in the early wood regions although the degradation mainly took place in middle lamella region 

(Fig.4c). In contrast, complete destruction of middle lamella region as well as the cell wall was 

evident for aspen which manifested to coating detachment and also significant color loss (Fig.4c). 

For birch, the depth of degradation after 1500h of aging was almost similar to that after 672h of 

aging but extent was more than the degradation observed after 672h of aging. Comparison of the 

degradation of birch and aspen after 1500h of aging (Fig.4c) showed that the coating protected the 

birch better than the aspen. This difference in degradation for these two hardwoods might be 

explained by the fact that the percentage of syringical lignin was more in birch compared to that of 

aspen. 

 

3.5 XPS Analyses 

Atomic percentages of different components of acrylic polyurethane coating containing bark extract 

and lignin stabilizer on heat-treated jack pine, aspen and birch are presented in Table 1 for different 

aging times along with deconvoluted C1s spectrum and O/C ratio. The deconvoluted C1S spectrum 

of acrylic polyurethane coating on heat-treated jack pine before and after accelerated aging for 

different time periods is presented in Fig. 5. 



It was evident from XPS results (Table 1) that the carbon concentration on the top surface of the 

coating increased with increasing aging time for all the wood species. On the other hand, O% 

decreased as aging time increased. This was due to the depletion of oxidation photoproducts during 

accelerated aging with water spray. The nitrogen concentration also increased as the aging time 

increased for heat-treated aspen and birch. For heat-treated jack pine, the nitrogen concentration 

increased for initial 672h of aging followed by a decrease. The increase in nitrogen concentration on 

the coating surface was attributable to crosslinking whereas decrease of the same component was 

due to the chain scission reactions. Si concentration decreased during aging which could be due to 

the depletion of surface tension reducing agent from the polymer matrix.   

The high resolution C1s spectra of heat-treated jack pine coated with acrylic polyurethane coating 

containing bark extract and lignin stabilizer revealed that the C-C/C-H bond linkages increased 

whereas C-N concentration decreased with increasing aging time. This indicates that there was chain 

scission of C-O and NH-CO bonds in the polyurethane main chain. A similar behavior was observed 

for the coated and heat-treated birch, and aspen. Relative increase in C=O was observed for coated 

aspen, and birch with increasing aging time (Table 1) which might correspond to COO carboxyl and 

N-C=O functions occurred. The carboxyl groups were produced during oxidation of polyurethane 

coatings and N-C=O function was produced from urea or urethane. Since COO groups are easy to 

decompose, the increase of the C=O component was probably due to the increase of urethane groups 

on the surface. For coated jack pine, there was increase in C=O group up to 672h of aging followed 

by a drastic reduction of the same group. A separate peak was found for COO carboxyl groups and a 

drastic increase in the same group was observed after 1500h of aging for jack pine but this peak was 

not observed for aspen and birch. 

 

 



4. Conclusions 

Acrylic polyurethane containing bark extracts and lignin stabilizer was more effective in protecting 

heat-treated wood surfaces compared to organic UV stabilizers. The acrylic polyurethane with bark 

extract and lignin stabilizer coating protected heat-treated jack pine more efficiently than heat-

treated birch and aspen. This was mainly due to the fact that UV/VIS light penetrated through this 

coating to start the degradation at the wood surface which resulted in color change. The natural 

antioxidants (bark extracts) and lignin stabilizer were effective at this stage as they mainly act as 

radical scavenger and singlet oxygen quencher. Lignin is the component which mainly absorbs 

(95%) the harmful UV light. Since heat-treated aspen and birch contains less lignin compared to the 

lignin content of heat-treated jack pine, heat-treated aspen and birch were degraded more, 

consequently, became lighter compared to heat-treated jack pine. Also addition of bark extract and 

lignin stabilizer improved coating properties as no cracks or checks were noticed on the surfaces of 

all the three heat-treated wood species coated with acrylic polyurethane containing bark extracts and 

lignin stabilizer. In contrast, small cracks were detected after 1008h of aging on the surfaces of same 

wood species coated with acrylic polyurethane coating containing organic UV stabilizer. XPS 

results revealed highest chain scission in the polyurethane main chain linkages for this coating on 

heat-treated jack pine compared to aspen and birch which further proved the fact that discoloration 

was not due to the coating degradation but it is due to the wood surface degradation beneath the 

coating. 
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Table 1 Atomic percentages of different components of acrylic polyurethane coating containing 

bark extract and lignin stabilizer applied to surfaces of different wood species at different aging 

times 

 

aging 

time 

(h) 

Species C (%) Carbon Components O (%) 
N 

(%) 

Si 

(%) 
O/C 

   
C-H/ 

C-C 

C-N/ 

C-O 
C=O 

CO

O 
   

 

0 
Birch 

 

72.06 42.2 50.36 7.44  22.21 2.18 3.56 0.31 

72 72.28 50.53 39.12 10.35  22.64 2.61 1.88 0.31 

1500 75.7 58.43 29.99 11.57  19.86 3.54 0.81 0.26 

           

0 

Aspen 

71.71 45.42 47.51 7.07  22.62 2.12 3.55 0.32 

72 72.69 55.97 34.05 9.99  22.07 2.75 1.93 0.30 

1500 79.21 53.32 37.43 9.25  16.93 2.87 0.77 0.21 

           

0 

Jack 

pine 

72.16 45.8 46.86 7.33  22.49 1.76 3.59 0.31 

72 74.31 34.22 55.79 9.99  20.43 3.35 1.89 0.27 

672 76.48 41.71 46.69 10.5 1.1 19.26 3.98 0.27 0.25 

1500 81.88 72.19 18.44 2.19 7.18 14.6 2.46 0.71 0.18 

 

 

 



List of Figures   

Figure 1 Comparison of color change of acrylic polyurethane coatings (PUA) on heat-treated jack 

pine, aspen, and birch surfaces at different aging times (a) lightness index change, (b) red-green 

index change, (c) yellow-blue index change, and (d) total color change 

 

Figure 2 Color change of acrylic polyurethane coating containing UV stabilizers on heat-treated 

surfaces of (a) jack pine, (b) aspen, and (c) birch and acrylic polyurethane coating containing bark 

extract and lignin stabilizer on heat-treated surfaces of  (d) jack pine, (e) aspen, and (f) birch 

 

Figure 3 The light micrographs of transverse sections of the wood surfaces and the coating 

(containing bark extract and lignin stabilizer) interface at different aging times (a) heat-treated jack 

pine, (b) heat-treated birch, and (c) heat-treated aspen 

 

Figure 4 SEM micrographs of transverse sections of heat-treated birch, aspen and jack pine surfaces 

and the coating (containing bark extract and lignin stabilizer) interface (a) before aging, (b) after 

672h of aging and (c) after 1500h of aging 

 

Figure 5 C1s spectrum of the acrylic polyurethane coating containing bark extract and lignin 

stabilizer on heat-treated jack pine surface at (a) 0h, (b) 72h, (c) 672h, and (d) 1500h of aging 
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Figure 1 Comparison of color change of acrylic polyurethane coatings (PUA) on heat-treated jack 

pine, aspen, and birch surfaces at different aging times (a) lightness index change, (b) red-green 

index change, (c) yellow-blue index change, and (d) total color change 
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Figure 2 Color change of acrylic polyurethane coating containing UV stabilizers on heat-treated 

surfaces of (a) jack pine, (b) aspen, and (c) birch and acrylic polyurethane coating containing bark 

extract and lignin stabilizer on heat-treated surfaces of  (d) jack pine, (e) aspen, and (f) birch 
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Figure 3 The light micrographs of transverse sections of the wood surfaces and the coating 

(containing bark extract and lignin stabilizer) interface at different aging times (a) heat-treated jack 

pine, (b) heat-treated birch, and (c) heat-treated aspen 
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Figure 4 SEM micrographs of transverse sections of heat-treated birch, aspen and jack pine surfaces 

and the coating (containing bark extract and lignin stabilizer) interface (a) before aging, (b) after 

672h of aging and (c) after 1500h of aging 
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Figure 5 C1s spectrum of the acrylic polyurethane coating containing bark extract and lignin 

stabilizer on heat-treated jack pine surface at (a) 0h, (b) 72h, (c) 672h, and (d) 1500h of aging 
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