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A B S T R A C T

Creating sustainable plastics demands an efficient strategy to reduce the carbon footprint and enhance the
circularity of widely used materials. Inspired by the structure of plant cell walls, renewable lignin macromole-
cules are modified with benzoate ethyl functional groups and combined with semi-crystalline poly(ethylene
terephthalate) (PET) at a 10 % weight ratio. This process significantly improves the toughness (+97 %) and
strength (+ 56 %) of PET while also reducing greenhouse gas emissions (− 17 %) and promoting circularity,
outperforming traditional toughening agents. Our in-depth analysis indicates that benzoate ethyl lignin de-
rivatives exhibit improved thermal stability and controllable physical structure. The newly added benzoate ethyl
groups are similar to the fundamental units in PET, facilitating the formation of micro-scale particles within the
PET matrix and improving their crystallinity and mechanical performance. The resulting composite can be
reprocessed at least three times, representing a significant breakthrough in mechanical processing of thermo-
plastics. Therefore, this study presents a promising approach to utilizing lignin biopolymer and waste PET for
advanced materials with positive environmental footprints.

1. Introduction

Plastics from petroleum-based precursors have versatile applica-
tions, but their improper end-of-life disposal causes widespread envi-
ronmental contamination of land and sea [1]. Poly(ethylene
terephthalate) (PET), with an annual production of 24 million tons, is
the fourth largest type of synthetic plastics [2], and will have continually
growing demands because of its broad applications, e.g., single-use food
packaging and textile manufacturing. Their hydrolyzable ester linkages
and thermal resistance make it possible to recycle PET in either me-
chanical or solvent-based chemical methods, or a combination thereof,
and in the future, potentially aided with recently discovered hydrolytic

enzymes [3]. As such, it has attracted growing interest in creating cir-
cular materials from these ubiquitous plastics [4]. Most existing
methods aim to reuse or regenerate this plastic for the same industrial
fields [5]. Nonetheless, the challenges concerning a costly sorting pro-
cess, the reduction of molar mass during mechanical recycling, and the
utilization of organic solvents in harsh conditions for depolymerization
come together to restrain the recycling process. New PET bottles on the
market only contain around 17 % recycled plastics, although the
beverage deposit refund schemes have been deployed in Europe, leading
to a 50 % - 90 % recycling rate depending on the countries [6].

An alternative strategy is to convert the recycled polymers to mate-
rials of higher value − the upcycling process [7]. Incorporating
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renewable toughening additives can be a straightforward upcycling
strategy [8]. These additives can compensate for the decreasing me-
chanical performance after the mechanical recycling process or endow
the plastics with advanced performance for new applications, such as
the honeycomb cores of automobiles and wind turbine foams [9]. A
substantial mechanical performance enhancement can reduce the mass
of material required to meet a loading function. With a high loading
level but a low cost, toughening additives can decrease the overall cost
of PET-based materials. Some additives with antioxidant performance
can inhibit the degradation of plastics, enhancing their resistance during
mechanical reprocessing. All of these can help achieve the ambitious
goal of the EU package and package waste regulation (PPWR) for 70 %
of packaging and 55 % of plastics to be recyclable by 2030 [10]. How-
ever, much research has focused on petroleum-based synthetic rubbers
and inorganic additives [11,12]. Synthetic rubber is usually costly to
prepare due to toxic non-renewable precursors. Processing inorganic
nanofillers in materials requires special conditions for particle exfolia-
tion and dispersion. As such, upcycling PET requires researchers to
explore toughening additives from renewable resources and develop
more effective processing methods to improve their interfacial adhesion
with the PET.

Lignin is a branched macromolecule, accounting for 15 % − 30 % of
terrestrial plants (i.e., wood and agricultural residue) by weight. As a
matrix material surrounding semicrystalline cellulose, lignin is crucial in
forming an exquisite architecture in the cell wall and enhancing its
mechanical performance [13]. Kraft lignin from the pulping process has
attracted growing interest in developing bioproducts due to their
renewability, abundance, and cost-effectiveness [14,15]. Blending
renewable kraft lignin with semi-crystalline PET can be a promising
strategy for meeting the above needs in upcycling existing PET [16,17].
Several critical factors should be considered when lignin is directly used
as an additive for PET. Unmodified softwood kraft lignin is received as
irregular microparticles with complex composition, broad molecular
weight distribution, and numerous surface functional groups (phenol,
carboxylic acid, and aliphatic hydroxyl groups) [18] This complexity
will lead to significant compatibility issues with the PET matrix. Also,
several reactions can occur under high processing temperatures (PET
melting temperature is 260 ◦C), such as the cleavage of surface hydroxyl
groups, the degradation of Xylan, and the radical condensation attrib-
uted to the reactive phenol groups [19] More importantly, technical
lignin is isolated with a broad molecular weight distribution; high mo-
lecular weight means higher glass transition temperature [20], another
critical factor influencing their compatibility with the PET matrix. Tg of
softwood kraft lignin is 160 ◦C, much higher than PET (Tg = 82.5 ◦C)
[20] The lower molecular weight with lower Tg can plasticize thermo-
plastics [21] Finally, the molecular weight of lignin varies depending on
the source and isolation method of lignin, causing problems with quality
control when blending lignin directly with plastic materials [22].

Herein, we present an efficient and cost-effective upcycling approach
to make PET plastics stronger and more eco-friendly by adding modified
kraft lignin [23,24]. Firstly, a green and efficient route is developed to
convert the underutilized kraft lignin into uniform benzoate ethyl lignin
(BELignin) building blocks [25]. The end group of benzoate ethyl groups
is akin to the repeating unit of PET that may foster the interfacial
adhesion with PET. More efficient use of ethylene carbonate and benzoic
acid in a one-pot process can satisfy several fundamental principles of
green chemistry (i.e., principles no. 1, 3, 5, 7, and 11). We then blend
these BELignins with PET to fabricate a series of LignoPET filaments,
followed by a thorough characterization of their morphology, thermal
properties, and mechanical performance. The structure–property rela-
tionship of LignoPET is investigated to elucidate the reinforcement
mechanism. We also perform a cradle-to-gate life cycle carbon footprint
assessment on making LignoPET composite, compared with conven-
tional toughening additives such as synthetic rubber and inorganic
nanofillers. Compared with native lignin in the cell wall, technical lignin
contains phenolic groups, allowing it to be used as an antioxidant that

can contribute to the durability and circularity of the resulting com-
posite [26]. The initial reprocessing of LignoPET indicates that BELignin
can still enhance its circularity by reprocessing three times, even though
the functionalization of phenol groups may lower the antioxidant abil-
ity. Results from this study show that BELignin, as a functional additive,
can effectively toughen PET, paving the way for the circular economy.

2. Materials and methods

2.1. Raw materials and chemicals

Lignin was received from the West Fraser Corp. (Hinton Pulp, AB,
Canada), which adopted the LignoForceTM process to recover lignin
powders from a softwood kraft pulping process. The lignin was dried
before the modification and characterization. The ethylene carbonate
(98 %, Fischer Scientific) was stored in a vacuum oven over the P2O5
drying agents to control the moisture content. PET pellets, containing
40 % of recycled PET, were received from the Evian Company. These
pellets were dried thoroughly to eliminate the moisture content.

2.2. Synthesis and fractionation of benzoate ethyl lignin (BELignin)
derivatives

Step 1 hydroxyethyl modification: 10 g oven-dried lignin powders were
mixed with 32 g ethylene carbonate and 1 g Na2CO3 in a 100 ml round-
bottom Schlenk flask, which owned a sidearm for the emission of CO2
gas products. The flask was loaded in an oil bath at 120 ◦C with
continuous magnetic stirring. During the modification, the CO2 gas
emission rate was measured by the flow mass meter (Model: FMA 1607
A, Flow range: 0.05–––10 SLM, Omega Engineering, Inc.) The Hyper-
Terminal software (Hilgrave Inc.) was employed to record the CO2 gas
emission rate every 30 s, which was plotted in Excel to realize the real-
time monitoring process. Real-time monitoring equipment was assem-
bled as shown in Supplementary Figure 1.

Step 2 direct esterification: The flask was immediately lifted from the
oil bath while the gas flow rate closed to 0.2 – 0.3 mL min− 1. 100 g
benzoic acid (ACS reagent, Sigma Aldrich) was added to quench the
hydroxyethyl modification and perform the esterification reactions at
170 ◦C for 48 h in the same oil bath with continual stirring. Once the
reaction was finished, the whole flask was immersed in cold water to
cool off and measured by the balance to obtain the weight of the reaction
mixture (around 120 g).

Step 3 Downward precipitation fractionation: Several trials were per-
formed in advance to find the optimum volume of adding ethanol and
mixing temperature. Note that the lignin mixtures will be solidified at
room temperature, requiring a specific amount of ethanol to solubilize
the mixture. The first ratio between the volume of antisolvent ethanol
and the weight of the reaction mixture (v/m) was controlled as 1.25.
Specifically, 120 g acquired lignin mixtures were mixed with 150 ml
ethanol, followed by continuous stirring at 35 ◦C. The fractionated
BELignin (F1) was obtained by centrifugation (4000 rpm, 10 min, and
35 ◦C). The supernatant was mixed with another 30 ml ethanol (v/m =

1.5) and stirred for 30 min at 35 ◦C. After the centrifugation, fraction-
ated BELignin (F2) was received. The supernatant was mixed with
another 60 ml ethanol (v/m = 2) and followed with centrifugation to
precipitate fractionated BELignin (F3) and related supernatant.
Repeating this process by adding 120 ml ethanol (v/m = 3) and another
120 ml ethanol (v/m = 4) could acquire fractionated BELignin (F4) and
fractionated BELignin (F5), respectively. All fractionated lignin (F1 −

F5) was washed with 3 × 50 ml warm ethanol and dried in a desiccator
over P2O5. All the centrifugation processes were carried out within
conditions (4000 rpm, 10 min, and 35 min). The whole process was
repeated in triplicate. The supernatant from the last fractionation and
the washing ethanol were all collected for ethanol recovery and reuse.
The solid residue (mainly containing benzoic acid) was dried for sub-
sequent analysis.
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2.3. Characterization of lignin resources

The actual yield for fractionated lignin was calculated considering
the effects of additional functional groups. A detailed calculation
equation is explained in our previous studies [25]. Functional hydroxyl
groups on the lignin surface are characterized by the 31P nuclear mag-
netic resonance (NMR). Molecular weight and conformation for
different fractions of lignin were thoroughly characterized by gel
permeation chromatography (GPC) combined with multiple detectors,
including multiangle light scattering (MALS), viscometer (VI), and dif-
ferential refractive index (dRI) [27]. Thermal stability for the lignin in
terms of temperature at 5 % weight loss and temperature at maximum
weight loss was characterized by thermal gravimetric analysis (TGA).
Glass transition temperature for different lignin fractions were charac-
terized by differential scanning calorimetry (DSC). Our previous studies
have described the methodologies (sample preparation, instrument pa-
rameters, and data analysis methods) in detail [25,28].

2.4. Thermal blending lignin with poly (ethylene terephthalate) using
extruder

A series of PET filaments were fabricated through a conical twin
screw micro compounder (Xplore MC 15HT, Netherlands) combined
with a microfiber line. The chamber temperature was set to 245 ◦C,
250 ◦C, and 265 ◦C starting from top to bottom, and the chamber outlet
temperature was set to 258 ◦C. During blending, the nitrogen gas was
continuously purged into the chamber to avoid the thermo-oxidative
degradation of lignin and PET. Different lignin resources, including
BELignin (F1-F5) and unmodified lignin, were blended with PET pellets
at weight percentage (10 %). The screw speed was set at 100 rpm for 10
min, ensuring a thorough mix. After blending, the screw speed was
decreased to 5 rpm, and the filaments were extruded by wounding onto a
roller (7.5 cm) with a winding speed of 8 m min− 1 and maintaining a
consistent draw ratio [29]. The same compounding conditions were
applied to reprocess these filaments 3 times.

2.5. Characterization of LignoPET filaments

Dynamic mechanical analysis equipped with a tension clamp (TA
Q800 Instruments, Waters Corp.) was first used to analyze yield strength
and Young’s modulus. The fibers were cut in pieces approximately 2 cm
long and their diameters were measured using an optical microscopy.
The cross-section was assumed to be circular. Each filament was loaded
onto the tension clamp with a preload force 0.01 N. The stress–strain
curves were collected by stretching the filament with the ramp force 3.0
N min− 1 until reaching the maximum force (18 N).

Complete stress–strain curves were measured by the Instron tensile
testing machine, according to the ASTM C1557 [30]. 2 cm of filaments
were pasted onto small pads of abrasive paper (ca. 3 mm × 4 mm),
leaving a 10 mm long section of fiber available. Samples were loaded
into an Instron tensile clamp and tested at a speed of 25 mm/min until it
has broken. The stress–strain curves were then recorded to measure the
yield strength, Young’s modulus, and Elongation at break (E.B.%).

These filaments’ surface morphology and cross-section were
observed using an optical microscope (equipment with an Olympus
camera) and scanning electron microscope (Hitachi SU3500, 2 kV
accelerating voltage). For the former, the filament was embedded in
epoxy resin and cut into ~ 100 µm thick slices using a microtome for the
cross-section observation. Callen’s image processing software was har-
nessed to measure the size of filaments and lignin particles. For the latter
one, filaments were frozen, then bent or cut in liquid nitrogen to observe
their cross-section. Before the SEM imaging, filaments were mounted
onto metal holders with carbon tape and sputter-coated with iridium.

The melting and crystallization behaviours of PET filaments were
studied by the differential scanning calorimetry (DSC, TA 1000) at a
cooling and heating rate of 10 K/min. Samples were first heated to

300 ◦C to analyze the cold crystallization (Tcc), and melting peaks (Tm).
The enthalpy of melting (ΔHm) and cold crystallization (ΔHc) are
determined by integrating the areas (J/g) under the peak. The filaments
were further cooled down to 50 ◦C to record the crystallization peaks
(Tc). The degree of crystallinity (Xc) was calculated as (ΔHm – ΔHc) / [
(1-Wlignin) × ΔHm100%]. The reference melting enthalpy of PET with 100
% crystallinity was 140.1 J/g [31].

2.6. Comparison of different toughening additives

The boundary for this one-pot modification process was developed
through a cradle-to-gate system to acquire benzoate ethyl lignin de-
rivatives as targeted products. The system consisted of four steps,
including the drying process (step a), the chemical modification process
(step b), the fractionation and washing process (step c), and the distil-
lation process (step d). Each single process step is calculated separately
to obtain the input and output numbers of materials and energy con-
sumption for developing a life cycle inventory (LCI) (Supplementary
Table 1). The local electricity mix provided the input energy. Detailed
information is described in the supplementary materials. The PET types
(recycled vs virgin) and processing methods (e.g., draw ratio and
blending time) can affect their mechanical performance. Therefore, their
toughening impacts, considering the strength, modulus, and elongation
at break, were first normalized to make them comparable
(Supplementary Table 2 and Table 3). We assumed all these filaments
were processed by the same thermal–mechanical blending under the
conditions described in this study. The changing mechanical perfor-
mances will also affect the consumption of materials to meet the
strength requirement of an application. Their density differences by
adding specific toughening additives may impact the GHG emission
when preparing the final PET composite. Combined all of these factors,
we then develop an equation (1) to re-elucidate the GHG emission of
PET composite (GHGPC) and compare it with the PET (equation (2) to
understand the impacts of different additives in percentage (GHG %)
[32].

GHGPC = [GHGP × (1 − Wt)+GHGt ×Wt ]×
ρPC

σPC
(1)

GHG% =
GHGP ×

ρP
σP

GHGPC
× 100% (2)

3. Results and discussion

3.1. One-pot route to synthesize and fractionate benzoate ethyl lignin
building blocks

Valorization of heterogeneous kraft lignin requires effective and
green modification methods to add desired functional groups, improve
their uniformity (lower molecular weight and its distribution), and in-
crease their thermal stability. The BELignin building blocks are syn-
thesized through a one-pot process developed in our previous studies
(Fig. 1). Ethylene carbonate (EC) can selectively convert aromatic hy-
droxyl (Ar-OH) and carboxylic acid (COOH) groups into primary
aliphatic hydroxyl (Al-OH) groups [33]. Notably, the reaction times can
be changed while working with lignin from different isolation methods
or species. Our previous studies have indicated that the CO2 gas pro-
duction rate (or reaction rate) has a stoichiometry correlation with the
degree of modification [34]. A real-time monitoring instrument was
developed to analyze the CO2 gas production rate or reaction rate
(Supplementary Figure 1). Fig. 1a shows the reaction kinetics, indicating
the reaction consists of four stages that are affected by different factors:
the solubility of lignin (stage 1 and stage 2), the amount of reactive
groups (stage 3), the viscosity of reaction mixtures (stage 4), or their
combination. At stage 4, the reaction rate reaches 0.1 – 0.2 ml min− 1

(Stage 4), indicating that reactive groups (phenol and carboxylic acid) in
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lignin have been consumed completely. We can then stop the reaction
promptly, allowing us to improve its consistency, control the quality of
modified lignin, and reduce optimization efforts.

While the hydroxyethyl reaction is finished, benzoic acid is directly
added to the mixture for the subsequent esterification with the aliphatic
hydroxyl (Al-OH) group (Step 2). Noteworthy, ending the hydroxyethyl
reaction promptly is crucial to improving the solubility of hydroxyethyl
lignin in organic acid. Step 2 is a solventless process in which an excess
amount of organic acid is required to solubilize the lignin and react with
the excess amount of EC and alkali catalyst, leading to an extended re-
action time (48 h) [35]. The downward precipitation fractionation (Step
3) is performed to recover BELignin (F1 – F5) with specific molecular
weight (Fig. 1c and d). Flory-Huggin’s equation shows that the solubi-
lity parameter of polymers is directly related to their degree of poly-
merization (or molecular weight) [36]. With a good solvent (benzoic
acid and ethylene carbonate), we can gradually decrease the solubility
parameters by adding antisolvent (ethanol) and precipitate lignin with a
specific molecular weight (F1-F5). The different fractions have weight
distributions ranging from 7.2 % to 33.7 % (Correct yield, Fig. 2b). The
correct yield is calculated considering the effects of additional benzoate
ethyl groups [25].

3.2. Cradle-to-gate life-cycle carbon analysis

A simple cradle-to-gate life cycle assessment was performed to un-
derstand the greenhouse gas emission in producing 1 kg benzoate ethyl
lignin derivatives (Fig. 2). The process consisted of four steps: the drying
process (a), chemical modification (b), fractionation and washing (c),
and distillation (d). Carbon emission for each step will include trans-
porting raw materials and chemicals, energy consumption, and pre-
paring original materials and reagents. The laboratory scale process (10
g) was scaled up to a processing quantity of 1 kg kraft lignin following
the framework developed by Som and her collaborators [37]. Overall,
GHG emission in making 1 kg of benzoate ethyl lignin (BELignin) de-
rivatives is calculated to be 1.56 kg eq CO2 kg. 51.2 % of carbon emis-
sions are attributed to the drying (a) and distillation process (b) to
recover ethanol or remove lignin moisture. The modification process can
produce 19 % of carbon emissions. The energy consumption for the
downward precipitation fractionation process is negligibly low indi-
cating this it is promising to fractionate lignin during the recovery
(Supplementary Table 1).

The ethanol in the final supernatant (fraction 5) was recovered by a
roto evaporator and measured to calculate the mass balance of our one-
pot esterification process. The solid residues were analyzed by TGA
(Supplementary Figure 2) and NMR (Supplementary Figure 3).

Fig. 1. A simple and digitalized chemical modification process to acquire benzoate ethyl lignin derivatives (F1-F5). (a) CO2 gas production rate associated
with the reaction time during the hydroxyethyl modification (step 1, reaction condition: 120 ◦C, real-time monitoring, and solvent-less conditions); (b) Mass dis-
tribution of different BELignin fractions; (c) and (d), the scheme of the one-pot process including the hydroxyethyl modification (step 1), direct esterification (step 2,
reaction condition: 170 ◦C, 48 h, and solvent-less conditions), and the downward precipitation fractionation (step 3); v/m is the ratio between the volume of
antisolvent (ethanol) and the mass of reaction mixtures; reagent recovery process aims at acquiring the ethanol and major side products from benzoate ethyl
derivatives.
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Results show that the major components in the solid residue are benzoic
acid and benzoic acid derivatives. In other words, lignin loss (12.5 %) is
due to the recovery and washing process. The other valuable products
during this process include high-purity CO2 (7) and benzoate ethylene
glycol derivatives (8), as verified by the 13C NMR (Supplementary
Figure 3). The CO2 can be used as a real-time monitoring process
analysis detector. It can be easily collected and reused to prepare organic
or sodium carbonate [38] or recover the lignin from black liquor
[34,39]. On the other hand, co-products, including benzoate derivatives,
have valuable applications in chemicals and materials (e.g., plasticizers
[40] and model chemicals) (Fig. 2). The utilization of these co-products
can potentially lower carbon emissions significantly and further
improve the environmental footprint of making benzoate ethyl lignin
derivatives.

3.3. Characterization of benzoate ethyl lignin derivatives

These five benzoate ethyl lignin (BELignin F1 − F5) derivatives were
thoroughly characterized by GPC combined with multiple detectors
(MALS + IV + dRI). All fractionated BELignin shows narrow and
normalized peaks compared to unmodified lignin (Supplementary
Figure 4). Their molar mass traces show a progressive shift towards a
longer retention time from F1 to F5 (Fig. 3a). The BELignin F1 has the
largest molar mass (Mn = 44.1 kDa), which is 6.6 folds of BELignin F5
(Mn = 6.7 kDa), and 10 folds of unmodified lignin (Mn = 4.0 kDa). All
BELignin (Ð =2.5–––1.1) have enhanced uniformity compared with
kraft lignin (Ð=7.6) (Supplementary Table 4). The Mark-Howink-
Sakurada (MHS) plots (Supplementary Figure 5) highlight the rela-
tionship between the molar mass and the intrinsic viscosity of the lignin
macromolecule. The slope of the MHS plot indicates the conformation of
the polymer [28]. The higher α-value indicates a more extended

conformation of lignin in the solvent [28]. All BELignin fractions have
an α-value less than 0.5 (means more flexible polymers) (Fig. 3b),
and the α-value for F3 (0.08), F4 (0.14), and F5 (0.14) are quite small,
suggesting that they are more densified spheres in DMSO solvent [25].
The α-value of F1 and F2 are 0.39 and 0.45, meaning they have a more
extended structure, likely ellipsoid.

To characterize the effectiveness of modification, including
hydroxyethyl reaction and direct esterification, the amount of Al-OH,
Ar-OH, and COOH groups for the lignin and BELignin (F1-F5) were
quantitatively analyzed by 31P NMR (Supplementary Figure 6). The
results show that the amount of these functional groups in BELignin
decreased markedly, suggesting a high efficiency of the modification;
the degree of substitution (DS) was calculated based on the changing
amount of hydroxyl groups, ranging from 83.9 % to 84.8 % (Fig. 3c). 13C
NMR spectra of BELignin F2 and unmodified lignin show newly formed
benzoate ethyl groups on the lignin surface, further testifying the two-
step modification process. (Supplementary Figure 12a) Nonetheless,
all BELignin fractions still contain a small amount of Ar-OH (0.4 mmol/
g) and Al-OH groups (0.6 mmol/g). BELignin F5 has more Ar-OH groups
than other BELignin fractions (Supplementary Table 5). We understand
that phenols on the lignin surface can play multiple functions, such as
antioxidant properties. Keeping a certain amount of these groups can
assist with the mechanical reprocessing of lignin-based composite for
circular plastics.[41].

The thermal stability of lignin can have dramatic effects while
blending with PET; PET’s melting temperatures are typically above
260 ◦C, which is higher than Td5% for unmodified lignin. After the
modification, all BELignin displays similar thermal gravimetric curves
(Fig. 3c). The decomposition temperature at 5 % weight loss of BELignin
(Td5% = 296 – 306 ◦C) is much higher than the unmodified lignin (Td5%
= 234 ◦C) as well as the corresponding melting temperature of PET

Fig. 2. Input and output of the one-pot modification process in producing targeted products (7) benzoate ethyl lignin derivatives (BELignin), co-products including
high purity CO2 (6) and benzoate glycolate (8), and its Greenhouse Gas Emission.
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(PET-Tm = 260 ◦C) (Fig. 3d), because a decreasing amount of hydroxyl
groups can minimize the related dehydration under this temperature.
Also, etherified lignin units are more stable than free phenolic coun-
terparts, which helps support thermal stability. While lignin powders
were further heated between 300 ◦C and below 500 ◦C, the decompo-
sition temperature at the maximum weight (Tmax) (374.1 – 380.5 ◦C) is
close to the kraft lignin (385 ◦C) (Fig. 3e). It suggests that the derivatized
modification does not change the backbone structure, such as the aro-
matic ring and propane side chains [42]. The DSC was applied to analyze
the Tg of different lignin fractions. The curves showed that F1 has a
broader glass transition temperature window than the other fractions,
attributed to its wider molecular weight distribution. The Tg
(74.8–––101.8 ◦C) of BELignin is lower than unmodified lignin (160 ◦C)
but near the Tg of PET (83 ◦C) (Fig. 3f).[25] Like petroleum-based
thermoplastics [43], the Tg of fractionated BELignin is highly corre-
lated with the molar mass (Mn) (Supplementary Figure 8); an
increasing Mn has a higher Tg until reaching 100 ◦C while the Tg be-
comes independent of Mn (Fig. 3f). These results further verified the
efficiency of our precipitation fractionation process to acquire lignin
with different molar mass.

3.4. Fabrication of LignoPET filaments

We used a twin-screw extruder combined with a fiber take-up line to
fabricate a series of filaments (diameters = 200–––300 µm) (Fig. 4a and
Supplementary Figure 9a-c). Fibre and filaments described here can
potentially have applications in the textile industry or 3D printing fila-
ments [44]. As with the PET, adding BELignin results in continuous,
strong, and smooth PET filaments more than 145 m long, indicating

excellent compatibility between PET and BELignin derivatives (Fig. 4a
and Supplementary Figure 9c). In contrast, filaments produced with
unmodified lignin are brittle, have an irregular surface, and quickly fail
during collection (Supplementary Figure 9b). It shows large lignin
particles on the surface (more than 100 µm). Additionally, while com-
pounding unmodified lignin with PET, there is an odorous sulfur-related
scent due to the unwanted fragmentation of the lignin at this high
temperature [45]. Conversely, no odorous scent was released for
BELignin during compounding, a significant breakthrough for melt-
processed kraft lignin materials. This is because the hydroxyethyl
modification can partially remove the sulfur content in lignin [34].

3.5. Mechanical performances of LignoPET filaments

The stress–strain curves of each filament are acquired to evaluate the
impacts of different lignin additives on their tensile properties (Fig. 4).
During the straining of these filaments, the linear elastic deformations
first appear until the yield point – the force then causes non-recoverable
plastic deformation (Fig. 4b). At this stage, we can visually find plastic
deformation accompanied by clear whitening (necking) just before the
fracture of filaments, indicating a rupture mechanism involving crazing
and crystallization. This phenomenon is more evident in the LignoPET
(Lignin) due to the debonding between unmodified lignin and PET
matrix and the formation of cavities. Compared to PET, blending un-
modified lignin reduces the mechanical performance of PET filaments, i.
e., lowered Yield strength by 14.84 % (Fig. 4c), Young’s modulus by
11.8 % (Fig. 4d), and yield strain by 15.62 % (Fig. 4e). Conversely,
BELignin additives markedly enhance the mechanical performances;
Young’s modulus increased by 6.34 % ~ 27.19 %, and yield stress

Fig. 3. Characterization of fractionated benzoate ethyl lignin derivatives. (a) molar mass traces of fractionated benzoate ethyl lignin derivatives; (b) confor-
mation of fractionated benzoate ethyl lignin derivatives; (c) degree of substitution (DS) based on changing amount of hydroxyl groups from 31P NMR spectra; (d)
thermal gravimetric analysis of lignin and BELignin (F1 – F5); (e) derivatized thermal gravimetric analysis of lignin and BELignin (F1-F5); (f) glass transition
temperature aligning with the number average molecular weight (Mn) for different BELignin and their comparison with PET (red dash line) and unmodified lignin
(dark dash line). (For interpretation of the references to color in this figure legend, the reader is referred to the web version of this article.)
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Fig. 4. Mechanical performances of PET and LignoPET filaments. (a) LignoPET (F2) filaments; (b) tensile stress and strain curves of PET and LignoPET (F2); DMA
tests (3 N/m until reaching the maximum force 18 N) results including Yield strength(c), Young’s modulus(d), and yield strain (e); and Instron tensile tests (25 mm/
min until the breakage of filaments, following ASTM C1577 standard) including yield strength (f), Young’s Modulus (g), and toughness (h).
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increased by 1.42 % ~ 17.82 %. One-way ANOVA analysis is executed,
indicating the significance of the mechanical reinforcement for all
BELignin, especially for LignoPET(F2). (Fig. 4c-e).

We then used the Instron Tensile test instrument to acquire complete
stress–strain curves for LignoPET (F2) and PET filament and understand
the toughening effects of BELignin (Fig. 4b) according to ASTM C1577
[30]. Each filament was measured four times to understand variability.
(Supplementary Figure 10) Due to the different stretch speeds and
measuring gaps by Instron and DMA tests, the results can differ but have
a similar trend, leading to the same conclusion. Adding BELignin (F2) to
PET can increase the yield strength (+56 %, Fig. 4f) and Young’s
Modulus (+25 %, Fig. 4g). The Elongation at break also significantly
increased from 921 % to 1811 %. As such, the toughness of PET can
increase by 91 %, from 340.9 MJ/m3 to 649.8 MJ/m3 (Fig. 4h). These
results suggest that BELignin building blocks can effectively toughen
PET, representing a significant breakthrough in this area. There have
been a few studies investigating lignin-based PET composites. Akato
et al. tried to blend 30 % of thermal-treated kraft lignin with PET,
showing dramatically decreasing mechanical performances in all prop-
erties. The acetylation of surface functional groups[46] or adding
compatibilizers[47] may improve the dispersibility of lignin particles
within the PET matrix. However, these can cause additional negative
impacts on mechanical performances and solvent resistance toward
organic solvent. It is worth noting that several other factors, such as
lignin concentration, lignin structure, the type of PET, and processing,
can all dramatically affect the toughening performance, making it
possible to further enhance the mechanical performance, which will be
optimized in our later studies.

3.6. Thermal properties of LignoPET composite

Differential scanning calorimetry (DSC) was applied to study the
effects of lignin additives on the thermal properties of PET filaments
(Supplementary Figure 11). Independent of the type of lignin, the data
shows that LignoPET has 2 – 8 ◦C lower cold crystalline temperature
(Tcc) than plain PET, but the temperature, enthalpy, and shape of the
subsequent melting peaks are not affected by the additional lignin ad-
ditives. The lignin additives can increase the temperature of the crys-
tallization peak (Tc peak) by more than 10 – 20 ◦C, and the LignoPET’s
crystalline peaks are sharper and narrower. The reason is that lignin
particles can induce nucleation of PET crystallites at a relatively high
temperature, potentially increasing the population of the thin crystal-
lites in the blend [48]. Therefore, the crystallinity (X) of LignoPET
composites, ranging from 9 % to 16.6 %, is much higher than the
crystallinity of plain PET (4.4 %) (Table 1). Compared with LignoPET
(BELignin), LignoPET (lignin) exhibits lower Tc and Tcc, suggesting a
lower function of induced nucleation. This could be due to the difference
in agglomeration, aspect ratio, and size of lignin particles in the blending
process [49]. The Tg of LignoPET (BELignin) is decreased by 2.5 – 4.6 ◦C,
while LignoPET (lignin) exhibits a similar Tg value than that of plain PET
(Table 1).

3.7. Morphologies of LignoPET composite

The compatibility of lignin with PET matrix was characterized by
using optical microscopy to observe surface morphology and cross-
section for LignoPET filaments. LignoPET (lignin) filament displays an
uneven surface containing large brown particles (Fig. 5). Phase sepa-
ration is very common when blending unmodified lignin with polymers
like PET matrix, because the high blending temperature can degrade or
repolymerize the lignin, forming larger lignin domain areas or particles.
In contrast, all LignoPET filaments containing BELignin exhibit much
smoother and homogenous surfaces and crosssection, suggesting excel-
lent blending compatibility between BELignin and PET matrix (Fig. 5b-
f). Polarized optical microscopy analysis distinguished the amorphous
lignin in the PET matrix (Fig. 5, bottom). Due to the birefringence, PET
crystals under the POM show interference, resulting in different colours
dependent upon their order, whereas amorphous lignin particles show
yellowish or dark color. When blending different BELignin with PET, we
can hardly identify any lignin-rich domains within the PET matrix.

Scanning electron microscopy was applied to give more details about
the micromorphology of PET filaments, LignoPET (lignin), and Ligno-
PET (F2) (Supplementary Figure 9 and Video 1-3). Unmodified lignin
is blended with PET, forming large phase-separated particles (diameters
10–––200 µm), irregularly embedding on the surface and at the cross-
section of filaments (Supplementary Figure 9b). Its cross-section
further indicates a more apparent phase separation of lignin particles.
(Video 2) These results attribute to the lignin aggregation or cross-
linking reactions at elevated temperatures [13], suggesting a weak
interaction (physical bond) and low compatibility between unmodified
lignin and PET. The SEM images show that both PET and LignoPET (F2)
(Supplementary Figure 9c) display uniform surface and cross-section,
especially when compared with LignoPET (Lignin). More images
regarding their cross-section are provided (Video 3), showing the
detailed distribution over the cross-section of PET filament. This is quite
different compared with the neat PET (Video 1). 90 % of these cavities
or particles have diameters less than 1 µm close to the optimal particle
size range (around 0.4 µm) for toughening (Fig. 6c). A preferred particle
size range (0.4 ± 0.2 µm) in the polymer matrix was revealed to realize
the reinforcement for semi-crystalline PET [31].

3.8. Reinforcement mechanism of BELignin derivatives

The results discussed above showed that BELignin has enhanced
thermal stability (Td5%>Tm-PET), as we functionalize the hydroxyl
groups with benzoate ethyl groups. This group is like the fundamental
units in PET, positively influencing their compatibility with the PET
matrix. Its polydispersity index is reduced to improve its uniformity and
show a more predictable Tg, close to the Tg of PET. Its conformation also
changed depending on the molecular weight; larger molar mass lignin
shows a more extended structure than low molar mass ones. These
newly structural features of BELignin can markedly influence PET’s
crystallization behaviour by incurring crystalline formation at a high
temperature, which may modify the density and size of PET crystallites.
Multiple structural features, such as extended structure, surface func-
tional groups, as well as a uniform molar mass distribution, can posi-
tively impact the particle size distribution in the PET matrix and
contribute to investigating how the lignin structure or thermal proper-
ties affect the performance of the LignoPET composite.

LignoPET composite attains increasing strength (+56 %), Young’s
modulus (+25 %), Elongation at Break (+95 %), and toughness (+91
%), simultaneously (Fig. 4). Due to its branched and rigid structure and
enriched aromatic units, technical lignin has a high Young’s modulus ()
that can increase the Young’s modulus of the resulting composite. The
enhancement of strength and elongation at break are attributed to
multiple crazes in the polymer matrix, which can spread over a large
matrix volume [11]. The high-resolution SEM image for LignoPET
(Video 3 and Fig. 6b) shows the overlap of cavities. Previous stress field

Table 1
Thermal properties of PET and LignoPET composite.

Materials △Hcc

(J⋅g− 1)
Tcc

(oC)
△Hm

(J⋅g− 1)
Tm

(oC)
X
(%)

△Hc

(J⋅g− 1)
Tc

(oC)

PET 34.0 129.6 39.8 248.7 4.1 35.5 184.3
LignoPET

(Lignin)
30.7 121.6 47.9 251.2 16.6 40.3 195.8

LignoPET (F1) 28.9 124.7 40.8 250.1 9.0 40.0 195.6
LignoPET (F2) 26.4 127.2 40.7 248.9 11.3 38.4 203.5
LignoPET (F3) 24.6 125.6 41.6 249.9 13.5 35.7 208.8
LignoPET (F4) 23.4 125.3 41.0 249.6 14.0 35.3 205.9
LignoPET (F5) 30.3 124.7 47.9 251.5 13.9 35.8 206.9
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models and oriented layer model [50] discussed that these morpholog-
ical features could cause the cracks to percolate over the entire polymer
matrix, offering a path for plastic deformation propagation. In other

words, there is still space to improve toughness impacts by optimizing
the additive concentration and processing parameters. Large lignin mi-
croparticles for unmodified lignin are observed due to self-aggregation

Fig. 5. Optical micro-morphology LignoPET filaments containing lignin (a), BELignin F1 (b), BELignin F2 (c), BELignin F3 (d), BELignin F4 (e), or BELignin F5 (f)
and polorized optical microscopy.

Fig. 6. Morphology of and cross-section of LignoPET composite containing BELignin F2 (a, b); (c) the particle size distribution of BELignin F2 in PET filaments (c);
the reinforcing mechanism of BELignin-based toughening additives (d).
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(π-π and hydrogen bond), crosslinking reaction, and even trans-
esterification with the PET. 13C NMR spectra for the PET and LignoPET
(F2) were acquired to analyze the functional groups on the lignin sur-
face; a piece of evidence is that the benzoate groups (peak 3) have dis-
appeared or shifted, which may be attributed to the transesterification
(Supplementary Figure 12).

3.9. Comparison with typical toughening agents

For comparison, traditional toughening additives, including syn-
thetic rubbers and nanofillers (e.g., nanoclay, carbon nanotubes, glass
fibre, and calcium salts), are summarized in Fig. 7a-c and Supplemen-
tary Table 2. It is worth mentioning that the mechanical performances of
PET can be affected by various factors such as the producers, collecting
methods, and extruding conditions. So, the average toughening impacts
for these additives are normalized based on the PET in this study
(Supplementary Table 3). Synthetic rubbers can increase the elongation
of break of PET composite by 300 % but lower their strength and
modulus. Nanofillers can increase either modulus or strength or both of
them. However, these fillers often decrease the elongation at break, as
there is a lack of required interfacial adhesion between fillers and PET
matrix (Fig. 7a-c) [12].

We then compare the environmental footprint of BELignin with the
conventional PET additives. Compared to plain PET, LignoPET
(BELignin) can lower GHGs by 17 % due to its renewable raw materials,
environmentally friendly synthetic approaches, and toughening impacts
(Fig. 7d). In contrast, all the other toughening additives will increase
their GHGs from 26 % to 7-fold. For synthetic rubber, their toxic fossil-
based precursors (styrene, butadiene, and acrylic acid) and functional-
ization approach using epoxy and anhydride chemicals will lead to more

Fig. 7. Mechanical properties and environmental footprint of BElignin. Comparison BELignin (F2) (this work) with other toughening additives (lignin, glass
fiber, calcium salts, rubber, nanoclay, and carbon nanotube) concerning impacts on the (a) strength, (b) Young’s modulus, (c) elongation at break (E.B. %), and (d)
carbon footprint (i.e. Green House Gas Emission, GHG) concerning the impacts of functional amounts, the density and amount of renewable toughening additives (as
displayed in supplementary Table 3). (For interpretation of the references to color in this figure legend, the reader is referred to the web version of this article.)

Fig. 8. Images on Macro- (up) and Micro- (bottom) morphologies of thermal
recycling PET and LignoPET (F2) filaments; 0 represents original filaments, *
represents recycling one time, ** represents recycling two times, *** represents
recycling three times.

X. Wan et al. Chemical Engineering Journal 504 (2025) 158255 

10 



environmental issues [51]. Nanofillers from inorganic compounds have
attracted increasing attention recently, but these fillers may lead to
concern regarding decreasing environmental resistance, as they may
leach out over time and contaminate the surrounding environment
while increasing its brittleness [52]. As a comparison, solubility tests
showed that our BELignin phases were stable in the PET matrix and did
not dissolve in organic solvents that readily dissolved lignin derivatives
(Supplementary Figure 13).

3.10. Circularity of LignoPET composite

Another benefit is the existence of phenolic groups in BELignin al-
lows lignin to be used as an anti-oxidant reagent, precluding the for-
mation of peroxyl radicals by reaction with oxygen [26]. It can lead to
another breakthrough in improve the circularity of PET plastics as
testified in this study. We investigate how BELignin affects reprocessing
by the mechanical recycling process (Fig. 8). Our tests indicate that
LignoPET can be easily recycled at least three times and reprocessed into
filaments. Interestingly, there have particles accumulation showing on
the PET surfac; this can be either from the aggregation of lignin particles
or the coagulation of degraded PET chains, which require further
investigation in our future studies. In contrast, the plain PET after
multiple-times thermal blending, will form non-uniform filaments and
droplets, attributed to the PET depolymerization [53]. This represents
an important breakthrough in fabricating circular plastic materials. The
2024 PPWR regulation sets a high bar for recyclability, mandating that
by 2038 only packaging materials with ≥ 80 % recyclability will be
permitted. This study aims to upcycle PET by incorporating renewable
functionalized lignin, potentially extending PET’s life cycle and broad-
ening its applications beyond lower-value products.

4. Conclusion

Branched lignin macromolecules, after modification, suggest excel-
lent potential for modifying plastic materials (e.g., reinforcement) and
positively reducing their environmental carbon footprint. Optimal
structures of lignin with more extended conformation, along with
chemical modification that matched PET, showed enhancement of all
the mechanical properties of PET. This work created uniform BELignin
building blocks, which toughened PET and enhanced its recyclability,
opening an avenue to more valuable applications from this ubiquity of
plastic, either reducing the specific amount needed for applications or
enhancing its recyclability; in both scenarios, the carbon footprint of
PET is decreased through the use of this biopolymer. These results
verified our hypothesis that the structure of lignin plays a pivotal role in
their subsequent applications. Other technical lignins can have low
molar mass and compact structures, such as shown by multi-angle light
scattering (MALS) and small-angle neutron scattering (SANS). In these
cases, lignin structure features relative to their source (species) and
isolation method will impact their performance in new materials
[54–56]. The inherent properties of lignin polymers, including UV ab-
sorption, barrier, antibacterial, and radical scavenging, are expected to
introduce advanced multi-functionalities to the PET materials such as
flame retardancy, abrasion resistance, and antistatic properties, which
can be critical in applications like carpeting and upholstery. These will
be investigated in upcoming studies where lignin design can tailor final
properties of the materials. The unique structure design will empower
BELignin to be broadly used in blending with various aliphatic–aromatic
polyesters [57] and positively impact their performances, which may
have applications [58–60] in 3D printing filament, fibre spinning, or
carbon fibre production, increase the use of the renewable resources and
improve the social sustainability of plastics [61].
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