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Abstract: Coconut (Cocos nucifera) fruit has attracted consumer interest due to its health benefits,
especially the consumption of coconut water produced from 6–7-month-old coconut fruit. Conse-
quently, by-products from young coconut fruit are also being expanded, including coconut mesocarp
containing phenolic compounds. Therefore, this study aimed to provide new applications for young
coconut mesocarp wastes. Specifically, optimizing the ultrasound-assisted extraction (UAE) of pheno-
lic compounds from coconut mesocarp using a Box–Behnken design in conjunction with response
surface methodology (RSM). The effects of three extraction variables, such as temperature (10–70 ◦C),
solvent-to-sample ratio (20:1–10:1 mL g−1), and pulse duty cycle (0.4–1.0 s−1) were examined on
the level of total phenolic content (TPC) and antioxidant activity of the extract. Subsequently, the
optimum UAE condition was predicted using RSM models with coefficients of determination (R2)
higher than 0.94, low prediction errors (less than 2.34), and non-significant lack-of-fit values (p < 0.05)
for the two responses. Extraction time was evaluated through kinetic (5 to 25 min) studies applying
the optimum extraction temperature (70 ◦C), solvent-to-sample ratio (20:1 mL g−1), and pulse duty
cycle (0.55 s−1). An efficient extraction was achieved within 5 min, resulting in an extract with
47.78 ± 1.24 mg GAE 100 g−1 DW for the total phenolic compounds and high antioxidant activity
(87.28 ± 1.01% DPPH). Extraction by ultrasound was then concluded to facilitate a fast extraction
rate with high reproducibility (coefficients of variation were less than 3% in the levels of antioxidant
activity and phenolic compounds).

Keywords: Box–Behnken design; DPPH; total phenolic content; response surface methodology;
ultrasound-assisted extraction; young coconut mesocarp

1. Introduction

Previous studies have shown the beneficial effect of coconut fruit (Cocos nucifera)
on several degenerative disorders, such as cardiovascular diseases, diabetes, and high
blood pressure [1]. These facts triggered the increase in coconut consumption in recent
years (reaching approximately 60 million tons between 2017 and 2018), and continues to
grow [2]. Large quantities of coconut fruit are consumed in households and industries,
resulting in a significant accumulation of by-products such as endocarp, mesocarp, and
exocarp (approximately 80% of the weight). As a result, these by-products could generate
an environmental problem in the development of the coconut industry.

Several studies reported that coconut by-products contain phenolic compounds such as
phenolic acids (protocatechuic, chlorogenic, vanillic, gallic, and ellagic acids) and flavanols
(catechin and epicatechin) [3–9]. Extracts from plants containing phenolic compounds have
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attracted considerable scientific interest since their application improves the functional and
physical aspects of the body and food system.

Young coconut mesocarp provides some health benefits, such as hypoglycemic activ-
ity [10], preventing cardiovascular disease [11], and antidiabetic activity [12]. Moreover,
phenolic compounds from coconut mesocarp can be used as antifungals, as shown in the
study of Cortes-Rivera et al. (2019) [13]. Coconut mesocarp aqueous extract can inhibit
fungal growth by reducing the mycelial growth and spore germination in citrus fruits.
Furthermore, the phenolic extract from coconut mesocarp can improve the textural proper-
ties of sardine surimi [14] and positively affect its oxidative stability, such as preventing
rancidity and lipid oxidation during refrigerated storage of surimi [15]. Hence, some
researchers have proposed extracting natural and inexpensive food additives from plants
and their by-products [16–21].

Several conventional techniques for the extraction of phenolics from coconut meso-
carp include solid–liquid maceration [6,8,22,23], hot water extraction [24], and Soxhlet
extraction [25]. However, such time-consuming extractions could generate degradation
of the phenolic compounds. Extraction of bioactive compounds by ultrasound using
20–100 kHz is an alternative technology that facilitates a faster extraction rate with high
reproducibility and a reduced amount of extraction solvent while increasing the efficiency
of the process [26]. Additionally, ultrasound-assisted extraction (UAE) can be carried out at
lower temperatures, thus preventing the thermal degradation of the phenolic compounds
contained in the coconut mesocarp. During the application of ultrasounds, the cavitation
processes generate bubbles which cause the decomposition of the plant cell walls, thus
enhancing the mass transfer. Furthermore, optimizing some experimental factors, such
as the frequency of ultrasonic waves, pulse duty cycle, and extraction time, can improve
extraction recovery [27,28].

The ultrasound-assisted extraction (UAE) of phenolic compounds was applied for food
industry by-products such as peels (orange, pomegranate, eggplant, and mulberry) [21,29–31],
seeds (baobab) [32], bran (sorghum) [33], and spent coffee [34]. Hence, the study aimed
to develop an optimized UAE to extract phenolic compounds from a young coconut
mesocarp that provides high antioxidant activity. Ultimately, the individual phenolic
compounds in the ultrasound-producing extract were also identified and evaluated during
the kinetic studies.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Chemicals

Ethanol HPLC grade (Fischer Scientifics, Loughborough, UK) and ultrapure water
supplied by a Millipore Milli-Q system (Bedford, MA, USA) were used as the extraction sol-
vent. Additional to Milli-Q water, the mobile phases of ultrahigh-performance liquid chro-
matography (UHPLC) consisted of acetonitrile (Panreac Química SAU, Barcelona, Spain)
and acetic acid (Merck KGaA, Darmstadt, Germany). The 2,2-diphenyl-1-picrylhydrazyl
(DPPH) reagent, Folin reagent, sodium carbonate, and phenolic standard compounds
(protocatechuic acid, gallic acid, chlorogenic acid, catechin, and caffeic acid) of the highest
purity were obtained from Sigma-Aldrich (Steinheim, Germany).

2.2. Plant Material

The 6-month-old coconut (Cocos nucifera L.) fruits were harvested by local farmers in
Yogyakarta, Indonesia. They were washed, cut manually, and the mesocarp was separated
from other parts of the fruit, as explained in our former study [9]. The mesocarp was
cut into a block shape (40 × 10 × 5 mm) and dried in a cabinet dryer at 50 ◦C for 48 h.
Subsequently, the dried samples were powdered and sieved at 60 mesh, then packaged in a
sealed container, and kept at room temperature until extraction.
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2.3. Extraction of Phenolic Compounds

The ultrasound-assisted extraction of phenolic compounds was carried out using
a 7 mm diameter probe with a power of 200 W UP200St and a frequency of 26 kHz
(Hielscher Ultrasonics GmbH, Teltow, Germany). The temperature was controlled with a
Frigiterm-TFT-10 thermostat water bath (J.P. Selecta S.A., Barcelona, Spain). Our former
study revealed that 50% ethanol in water was a suitable extraction solvent to acquire
phenolic compounds with high antioxidant activity from coconut mesocarp [9]. A precise
amount (1 g) of young coconut mesocarp powder was placed in a cylindrical glass of 2 cm
inner diameter, after which 50% ethanol was added based on the experimental design. The
probe tip was submerged to a depth of approximately 0.5 cm into the mixture after the
temperature was set to 10, 40, and 70 ◦C. The pulse duty cycle used in the study was 0.4, 0.7,
and 1 s−1. The extraction time was set to 5 min and further optimized using a kinetic study
to obtain the most efficient time. After extraction, the sample was immediately transferred
to 15 mL falcon tubes and centrifuged at 4500 rpm for 15 min. The supernatants were
collected and concentrated using a rotary evaporator. Finally, the samples were stored at
4 ◦C before analysis.

2.4. Analysis of Total Phenolic Content (TPC)

The Folin–Ciocalteu method was used to evaluate the total phenolic content according
to the former method [35]. Diluted 200 µL extract in 1 mL of Milli-Q water was mixed
with 800 µL of 10% Folin–Ciocalteu reagent. After 2 min, 1 mL of 7.5% sodium carbonate
was added to the mixture and allowed to stand at room temperature for 120 min. The
absorbance values were evaluated using a UV-Vis spectrophotometer at 765 nm (UV-2450,
Shimadzu Corporation, Kyoto, Japan). A calibration curve of gallic acid was established at
concentrations ranging from 10 to 110 µg mL−1. Finally, the results are expressed in gallic
acid equivalents (mg GAE g−1 of dry matter).

2.5. DPPH Radical Scavenging Activity (DPPH-RSA)

The antioxidant activity of the extract was measured using 2,2-diphenyl-1-picrylhydrazyl
(DPPH) according to the former method [36] with minor modification. The liquid extract
(100 µL) was mixed with 1.9 mL DPPH solution (0.06 mM). The mixture was then ho-
mogenized and incubated in the dark at ambient temperature for 30 min. The absorbance
value of the mixture was measured by a UV–Vis spectrophotometer at 515 nm (UV-2450,
Shimadzu Corporation, Kyoto, Japan). The DPPH solution was used as the control. Finally,
the following formula was used to calculate the percentage of inhibition of DPPH:

DPPH scavenging activity (%) =
Absorbance o f control − Absorbance o f sample

Absorbance o f control
× 100 (1)

2.6. Analysis of Individual Phenolic Compounds

The ACQUITY UPLC H-Class System with a photodiode array (PDA) detector was used
for the chromatographic analyses. The detector used a 3D scanning mode of 210–600 nm
to identify the phenolic compounds by evaluating the spectral properties of the resulting
peak in the chromatogram. The management software for the UPLC system was Em-
power 3 Chromatography Data (Waters Corporation, Milford, MA, USA). The phenolic
compounds in the 1.5 µL injected extract were separated using a reversed-phase column
C18 (100 mm length; 2.1 mm ID; RP 18 CORTECS UPLC silica-based solid-core particle;
1.6 µm particle size from Waters) at 47 ◦C. The mobile phase is a binary solution composed
of phases A (2% acetic acid in water) and B (2% acetic acid in acetonitrile) with a flow
rate of 0.55 mL min−1. Finally, the programmed gradient of 13.0 min was as follows (%B):
0 min, 0%; 3 min 0%; 4 min, 5%; 5 min, 10%; 8 min, 20%; 9 min, 30%; 13 min, 100%.
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2.7. Experimental Design

The levels of the studied variables were determined by reviewing the literature on
coconut mesocarp extraction [7,24,37]. A Box–Behnken design (BBD) was used to determine
the extraction efficiency of phenolic compounds by measuring the total phenolic content
(TPC) and antioxidant activity (DPPH) in the ultrasound-producing extract. BBD provided
feasible experimental runs, estimation of the quadratic model of parameters, detection of
a lack-of-fit, and the possibility of using blocks. Three independent variables, including
temperature (A), solvent-to-sample ratio (B), and pulse duty cycle (C) at three levels (−1,
0, +1), were selected. The experiments were conducted in triplicate. Table 1 shows the
range and levels of each independent factor, while Table 2 presents the entire design, which
consists of 16 experimental points in random order.

Table 1. Independent factors and their levels.

Factors −1 0 +1 Unit

A, Temperature 10 40 70 ◦C
B, Solvent-to-sample ratio 20:1 15:1 10:1 mL solvent g−1 sample
C, Pulse duty cycle 0.4 0.7 1 s−1

Table 2. Box–Behnken design for three factors of ultrasound-assisted extraction with their
observed responses.

Run A B C Antioxidant Activity (%) TPC (mg GAE/g DW)

1 0 0 0 82.38 43.50
2 −1 −1 0 80.26 41.72
3 1 −1 0 87.35 50.12
4 −1 1 0 53.95 30.08
5 1 1 0 77.13 39.94
6 0 0 0 78.12 41.51
7 −1 0 −1 72.19 31.19
8 1 0 −1 85.41 41.97
9 −1 0 1 77.59 37.29

10 1 0 1 77.58 40.25
11 0 0 0 82.52 40.54
12 0 −1 −1 86.53 41.68
13 0 1 −1 68.01 32.79
14 0 −1 1 84.87 46.51
15 0 1 1 70.81 34.78
16 0 0 0 78.73 39.32

The resulting responses from BBD were used to evaluate the effect of each factor
and establish polynomial models for the response surface. Since the objective was to
optimize the responses, the best estimate of the correlation between independent factors
and response surfaces was required. Hence, a second-order model was implemented
in RSM:

Y = β0 + ∑ β1A + ∑ β2B + ∑ β3C + ∑ β11A2 + ∑ β22B2 + ∑ β33C2 + ∑ β12AB + ∑ β13AC + ∑ β23BC (2)

where Y is the predicted response (TPC and antioxidant activity), A is temperature, B is
the solvent-to-sample ratio, and C is pulse duty cycle. The regression coefficients were
defined as intercept (βo), linear (β1, β2, β3), quadratic (β11, β22, β33), and interaction (β12,
β13, β23) terms.

The desirability algorithm was applied to achieve the optimum extraction conditions
from the two responses (TPC and antioxidant activity). The model was validated by the
coefficient of determination (R2) and prediction error. Additionally, the lack-of-fit tests for
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the models were conducted by comparing residual variables of the current model and the
variability between observational variables and replication settings.

2.8. Process Precision Evaluation

The precision of the extraction process was evaluated on two levels, i.e., intra- and
interday. The intraday precision was measured by performing nine extractions under
the optimum UAE condition on the same day. Meanwhile, the interday precision was
evaluated by three consecutive days of three extractions. The results are expressed by the
coefficient of variation (%CV).

2.9. Statistical Analysis

The experimental design was established, and the resulting data were analyzed using
STATGRAPHICS Centurion XVI (Statpoint Technologies, Inc., New York, NY, USA). The
significance of the main, interaction, and quadratic effects of independent variables was
determined using the analysis of variance (ANOVA) at the p < 0.05 level. The experimental
results from a single-factor experiment in a kinetic study were analyzed using an Analysis
ToolPak added in Excel by Microsoft Office. A Duncan’s multiple range test (DMRT,
p = 0.05) was used to identify the differences between the means.

3. Results

Before optimizing the ultrasound-assisted extraction of phenolic compounds from
young coconut mesocarp, the effect of extraction variables on the recovery of phenolic
compounds was measured.

3.1. Effects of Extraction Variables

A three-level Box–Behnken design was applied to study the effect of UAE conditions
on antioxidant activity and total phenolic content (TPC) in coconut mesocarp extract. The
three independent variables and the corresponding levels were temperatures (A) at 10, 40,
and 70 ◦C, solvent-to-sample ratio (B) at 20:1, 15:1, and 10:1 mL solvent g−1 sample, and
pulse duty cycle (C) at 0.4, 0.7, and 1.0 s−1, while the antioxidant activity and TPC were
considered as responses. Table 2 shows the values of independent factors and the measured
and predicted values of the two responses. The main, interaction, and quadratic effects of
UAE variables on the two responses were evaluated by ANOVA. The standardized effects
(p = 0.05) are represented in the Pareto chart in decreasing order of importance (Figure 1a,b).

Based on the Pareto diagram, it is possible to identify the essential effects of the
extraction factors on the antioxidant activity of the resulting extract (Figure 1a). Bars
crossing the vertical line significantly correspond to factors and combinations (p < 0.05)
affecting the response. The extraction temperature (A) and the interaction with the solvent-
to-sample ratio (AB) exhibited positive linearity. Meanwhile, the sample-to-solvent ratio
had a negative effect, indicating a lower antioxidant activity of the extract when increasing
the sample-to-solvent ratio.

The three independent factors (temperature, solvent-to-sample ratio, and pulse duty
cycle) significantly (p < 0.05) contributed to the content of phenolic compounds (Figure 1b).
Temperature (A) and pulse duty cycle (C) indicated a positive effect on the level of phenolic
compounds. The result shows that the interaction between temperature and pulse duty
cycle (AC) and the quadratic effect of pulse duty cycle (CC) contributed negatively to the
increment of phenolic content in the extract.

The antioxidant activity and the level of phenolic compounds in the rising extrac-
tion temperature increased due to more significant cavitation nuclei formations at higher
temperatures. Furthermore, high temperature contributes to improving mass transfer.
It increases the force to break down the cell wall of the sample [38]. Remarkably, the
pulse duty cycle is associated with ultrasonic effects such as the formation of microjet and
acoustic streams [39]. The intensity of the ultrasound transmitted to the medium is directly
related to the vibrational amplitude of the sonication that generates a large number of
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cavitation bubbles, resulting in a rise in extraction efficiency. The pulse duty cycle facilitates
the degradation of sample cell walls, thus leading to the higher release of the phenolic
compounds into the solvent [40].
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3.2. Polynomial Models for the Response Surface

The experimental values of antioxidant activity and TPC in the extract of young co-
conut mesocarp varied due to different UAE conditions. The results were used to establish
models for predicting the optimum variables for each response by regression analysis.

Antioxidant activity

Y = 81.45 + 0.26 × A + 104.37 × B − 1.95 × C − 0.01 × A2 + 5.36 × A × B − 0.37 × A × C − 5122.08 × C2 + 148.36 × B
× C+ 3.55 × C2 (3)

Total phenolic content

Y = 25.69 + 0.34 × A − 227.03 × B + 59.83 × C − 0.01 × A2 + 0.49 × A × B − 0.22 × A × C + 409.66 × C2 − 94.51 × B
× C − 28.13 × C2 (4)

where A, B, and C are temperature (◦C), solvent-to-sample ratio (mL solvent g−1 sample),
and pulse duty cycle (s−1), respectively.

The models were validated by high coefficients of determination (R2) of 0.9774 for
antioxidant activity and 0.9701 for TPC. Additionally, the standard error of the predicted
value revealed the residuals standard deviation of 3.0618 and 1.4623 for antioxidant activity
and TPC, respectively. Furthermore, the values for the lack-of-fit test were higher than
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0.05; thus, the models accurately described the observed data as satisfactory. Therefore, the
models can be further used for multi-response optimization purposes.

3.3. Multi-Response Optimization

Three-dimensional surface plots were obtained using the desirability function
of two polynomial equations for antioxidant activity and TPC (Figure 2). The multi-
response optimization proposed the optimum UAE conditions: extraction temperature
of 70 ◦C, solvent-to-sample ratio 20:1 mL g−1, and pulse duty cycle 0.55 s−1. Further-
more, optimum conditions were verified and produced similar results as predicted
values. The experimental value of antioxidant activity was 88.69 ± 0.62%, and TPC was
48.05 ± 0.61 mg GAE/g, while the predicted value of antioxidant activity and TPC were
89.63% and 49.65 mg GAE/g, respectively.
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ratio (C).

3.4. Identification of Phenolic Compounds

The individual phenolic compounds in the young coconut mesocarp extract were
identified using UHPLC-PDA. The resulting chromatography (Figure 3) shows that the
cinnamic acid group was the major phenolic in the resulting extract, such as chlorogenic
acid and three caffeic acid derivatives. Additionally, the catechin and protocatechuic acid
were also identified.
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chlorogenic acid (3), and caffeic acid derivatives (4,5,6).

The aforementioned phenolic compounds have been reported by previous studies to
have high antioxidant activity so that they can be used as natural additives in the food
system. Chlorogenic acid is considered a strong phenolic acid, and is widely used as a
prebiotic, in food packaging, and as an antimicrobial and antioxidant agent to extend
food shelf life [41]. Caffeic acid acts as a natural antioxidant that improves the oxidative
stability of fish-fiber-restructured products [42]; meanwhile, catechin has been used to
prolong the shelf life and reduce the oxidative rates in various food systems, such as salad
dressing, meat, poultry, fat spreads, shortening, and bakery products. [43]. Protocatechuic
acid exhibits a higher metal chelating activity than synthetic antioxidants, i.e., butylated
hydroxytoluene (BHT), and is possibly utilized as a natural antioxidant [44].

Previous studies also reported that mature coconut mesocarp contains chlorogenic acid,
dicaffeoylquinic acid, caffeoylshikimic acid, gallic acid, ellagic acid, catechin, procyanidin,
and epicatechin [3,7], when extracted using methanol and water. Additionally, young
coconut mesocarp extracted by maceration for 2 h using 50% methanol produced extract
containing 4-hydroxybenzoic acid, epicatechin, catechin, gallic acid, vanillin, ferulic acid,
vanillic acid, and syringic acid [8]. The major phenolic compounds in coconut mesocarp
extracted using an aqueous alcoholic solvent were phenolic acids and flavan−3-ol.

3.5. Kinetic Study

Kinetic analysis was used to determine the most efficient extraction time by measuring
two parameters: the level of individual phenolic compounds and antioxidant activities of
the extracts collected at 5, 10, 15, 20, and 25 min of extraction time under the optimal UAE
conditions (5 min of extraction time, 70 ◦C of temperature, 0.55 s−1 of pulse duty cycle, and
20:1 mgL−1 of solvent-to-sample ratio), as shown in Figure 4.

Statistical analysis confirmed that the highest level of individual phenolic compounds
and antioxidant activity occurred within 5 min of extraction time. The peak area of the
phenolic compounds in decreasing order was protocatechuic acid (15,610 AU min), catechin
(39,839 AU min), chlorogenic acid (97,152 AU min), and three derivatives of caffeic acids
(664,635, 450,738, and 2,066,919 AU min). Meanwhile, the antioxidant activity was 88% in
5 min of extraction time.

Applying a longer extraction time significantly (p < 0.05) decreased the phenolic
extraction recovery, as shown in Figure 4A. This result is also supported by the antioxidant
activity that produced the highest activity in 5 min of extraction time and subsequently
decreased significantly (p < 0.05) as the extraction time increased, as presented in Figure 4B.
The increase in the extraction time is directly related to the exposure of the analyte due
to environmental factors. The escalation of ultrasound waves damages the matrix and
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affects to the rising of temperature in the extraction mixture, lead to the degradation of
phenolic compounds due to the high temperature [45]. The time-consuming extraction
usually occurs in the conventional technique, such as 10 h by Soxhlet extraction [25] and
2 h by maceration [8]. The study found that the extraction time of young coconut mesocarp
can be reduced to 5 min and ensure the most efficient process.
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Figure 4. The kinetic study of phenolic compounds (A) and antioxidant activity (B) in the young
coconut mesocarp under optimum UAE extraction conditions (5 min of extraction time, 70 ◦C of
temperature, 0.55 s−1 of pulse duty cycle, and 20:1 mL g−1 of solvent-to-sample ratio). Bars with
different letters indicate significant differences at a p < 0.05 based on Duncan’s multiple range test.

3.6. Precisions of UAE Process

The precision of the UAE process was evaluated at two levels: intra- (n = 9) and
interday (n = 3 × 3) precision, which is expressed in %CV, as shown in Table 3. The
results show a high precision of the extraction method, indicated by similar experimental
values for the responses under optimum conditions, which are in close agreement with the
predicted values described in Table 3.
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Table 3. The predicted and experimental value of the optimum condition.

Response Precision Predicted Optimum Value Experimental
Value CV (%)

Antioxidant activity Intraday
89.63

87.28 ± 1.01 1.15
(% DPPH) Interday 87.76 ± 2.21 2.52

TPC Intraday
49.65

47.78 ± 1.24 2.60
(mg GAE 100 g−1 DW) Interday 46.85 ± 1.17 2.50

All CV values were below 5%, indicating that the developed UAE process produced a
consistent quality of extract regarding the level of phenolic compounds and antioxidant
activity. Hence, the UAE conditions proposed by this study can be used to produce an
extract from underutilized young coconut mesocarp as a natural antioxidant source.

4. Conclusions

The ultrasound-assisted extraction (UAE) was successfully optimized using the Box–
Behnken design to recover the phenolic compounds from young coconut mesocarp with
high antioxidant activity. The optimum UAE condition includes extraction time, tem-
perature, pulse duty cycle, and a solvent-to-sample ratio of 5 min, 70 ◦C, 0.55 s−1, and
20:1 mL g−1, respectively. The optimum condition provided antioxidant activity and TPC
values of 88.69 ± 0.62% and 48.05 ± 0.61 mg GAE g−1, respectively. The phenolic com-
pounds found in the extract were protocatechuic acid, caffeic acid derivatives, chlorogenic
acid, and catechin. Furthermore, applying the proposed UAE conditions, the consistent
composition of extract from underutilized young coconut mesocarp can be achieved.
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