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TEMPO-oxidised cellulose nanofibrils; probing the
mechanisms of gelation via small angle X-ray
scattering†

Julien Schmitt, *a Vincenzo Calabrese,a Marcelo A. da Silva, a

Saskia Lindhoud, ‡a Viveka Alfredsson,b Janet L. Scott ac and Karen J. Edler *a

The structure of dispersions of TEMPO-oxidised cellulose nanofibrils (OCNF), at various concentrations,

in water and in NaCl aqueous solutions, was probed using small angle X-ray scattering (SAXS). OCNF are

modelled as rod-like particles with an elliptical cross-section of 10 nm and a length greater than

100 nm. As OCNF concentration increases above 1.5 wt%, repulsive interactions between fibrils are

evidenced, modelled by the interaction parameter nRPA 4 0. This corresponds to gel-like behaviour,

where G0 4 G00 and the storage modulus, G0, shows weak frequency dependence. Hydrogels can also

be formed at OCNF concentration of 1 wt% in 0.1 M NaCl(aq). SAXS patterns shows an increase of the

intensity at low angle that is modelled by attractive interactions (nRPA o 0) between OCNF, arising from

the screening of the surface charge of the fibrils. Results are supported by z potential and cryo-TEM

measurements.

Introduction

Cellulose is the most abundant natural polymer.1 It can be produced
in various forms (such as nanofibrils,2–5 nanocrystals,6–8 micro-
beads9), from a variety of sources (wood pulp,1 bacteria,10

tunicates11), is biocompatible1,12 and environmentally friendly.
Strong hydrogen bonds between cellulose fibrils maintain the
fibrils in a hierarchical organisation, and prevent fibril dispersion in
aqueous suspensions.13 To counteract this strong fibril aggregation
and enhance the stability of dispersions in water, diverse
methods of surface modification,13–15 such as the TEMPO-oxidation
method,13,14 have been developed.

The 2,2,6,6-tetramethylpiperidine-1-oxyl radical (TEMPO)-
mediated oxidation of cellulose fibrils introduces negatively-
charged carboxyl groups on the surface of the cellulose fibrils,13,14

resulting in easy-to-disperse negatively-charged oxidised cellulose
nano-fibrils (OCNF) with high surface charge (o�30 mV in z
potential) and large aspect ratio (5–10 nm cross-section, and
100 nm to several mm in length).14

OCNF have been used to form hydrogels modulated by
concentration,16 pH17 or in presence of additives, such as
salt,2,17,18 surfactant2,19 or alcohols.20 This makes them promising
materials for several applications such as their use in cosmetics,
as rheology modifiers (e.g. thickener, gelling agent, stabilizer),2

scaffolds for tissue engineering21 or as drug-delivery carriers.22,23

Among these possible additives, addition of monovalent salts has
been showed to trigger gelation at concentrations of 0.1 M.2 The
stability of OCNF in suspensions is often described by the
balance between non-covalent interactions (such as van der
Waals and hydrogen bonding, electrostatic and hydrophobic
interactions) following the Derjaguin–Landau–Verwey–Over-
beek (DLVO) theory.17,18,24 Fukuzumi et al. employed the DLVO
theory to calculate the interaction potential between fibrils and
demonstrated that the addition of counter-ions to the suspensions
screened the electrostatic repulsion force between OCNF, hence
disturbing the stability of the OCNF suspensions.18 Understanding
the aggregation mechanism of cellulose nanofibrils is of crucial
importance to control the properties of the hydrogels, such as the
mesh size, and hence tune the material properties for the desired
applications.25,26

A powerful tool to probe structural changes in aqueous
solutions is small angle X-ray scattering (SAXS). Indeed, this,
non-invasive, in situ technique not only provides information
on the shape of the particles, such as OCNF, in dispersions, but
also allows studies of the interactions between particles in such
suspensions. Recently, Mao et al. have studied in detail the
shape and sizes of OCNF in aqueous dispersions in the dilute
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regime, where particle–particle interactions can be neglected.27

The aim of this paper is to model OCNF suspensions at higher
concentrations, characterising the effect of fibril concentration
and salt addition using SAXS, and compare these with the
rheological observations, to shed some light on the gelation
mechanisms involved in these systems.

Material and methods
Sample preparation

OCNF, prepared as described previously using TEMPO/NaOCl/
NaBr oxidation13,14 of wood pulp followed by high-pressure
homogenisation, were provided by Crodas, as a ca. 8 wt%
solids paste in water. The degree of oxidation, corresponding to
the carboxylate group content of the nanofibrils as a function of
number of anhydroglucose units, was determined to be 25% by
conductometric titration.21,26,28

OCNF were purified in order to remove salts and preservatives.
Approximatively 20 g of OCNF was dispersed in 100 mL of
deionized water (DI, 18.2 MO cm) and stirred at room temperature
for 30 min. Then the dispersion was acidified to pH 3 using 1 M
aqueous HCl solution and dialysed against DI (cellulose dialysis
tubing MWCO 12 400) for 3 days and the DI replaced daily. The
dialysed OCNF was processed via mechanical shear (ULTRA
TURRAX, IKA T25 digital, 30 minutes at 6500 rpm) and the pH
adjusted to 7 using 0.1 M NaOH. After a second dialysis step, the
dispersion was diluted to ca. 2 wt% and dispersed using a sonication
probe (Ultrasonic Processor, FB-505, Fisher), via a series of 1 s on 1 s
off pulse mode for a net time of 5 min at 60% amplitude (i.e. a power
of 300 W) on ca. 45 mL of the dispersion placed in an ice bath.

The OCNF solution was freeze-dried and 2.5 wt% and 3 wt%
dispersions were prepared by mixing OCNF powder and DI
water and stirring the solution overnight. Lower concentrations
of OCNF dispersions were prepared by diluting OCNF stock
solution to final OCNF concentrations of 0.4; 0.6; 0.8; 1; 1.5; 2;
2.5 or 3 wt%. Dispersions with salt were prepared by diluting
OCNF stock solution with aqueous NaCl solution to final OCNF
concentration of 2 wt% and NaCl concentration of 0; 0.1; 0.2;
0.3; 0.4 or 0.5 M.

Methods

SAXS measurements were performed at Diamond Light Source
(Didcot, Oxfordshire), on the I22 beamline with a beam energy
of E = 12.4 keV and wavelength l = 1 Å. The data were collected
using a Pilatus P3-2M (Silicon hybrid pixel detector, DECTRIS).
Multiple frames of 100 ms were recorded for a total of 7 s.
Radiation damage, inducing a change in the SAXS pattern, was
observed after a few seconds of exposure, thus only the frames
corresponding to the first second of measurement were kept
and averaged. The probed q-range was 0.003–0.3 Å�1 where q is
the scattering vector. Samples were loaded in 1.5 mm diameter
glass capillary tubes and sealed. For the absolute intensity
calibration, scattering patterns of the empty capillary and the
capillary filled with DI water were also recorded. The value of
the constant intensity contribution of water is equal to 0.016 cm�1

on absolute scale.29 Capillaries containing the water and salt
solutions were also recorded for solvent subtraction.

Complementary measurements were made at SOLEIL syn-
chrotron (Saclay, France), also using a beam wavelength of
l = 1 Å, and with a probed q-range of 0.006–0.3 Å�1. 10 frames of
100 ms were recorded using a PCCD170170 (AVIEX).

The measured scattered intensity I(q) (cm�1) is defined for
isotropic suspensions as:30

I(q) = nDr2P(q)S(q) + bkg (1)

n is the number of objects per unit volume. Dr = rc � r0 is the
difference between the scattering length density of the dispersed
particles (rc) and the scattering length density of the solvent (r0)
(in cm�2). P(q) is the form factor which describes the shape and
size of the particles (in cm�6). S(q) is the structure factor and
describes interference of the X-ray beam with multiple objects,
thus usually associated with particle–particle interactions. Finally,
bkg is the background.

In agreement with previous studies27,28 and TEM measurements,
cellulose fibrils were modelled as rigid cylinders with a length L, an
elliptical cross section (with a major radius Rmax and an ellipticity

e ¼ Rmin

Rmax
ratio between the minor and the major radii, Rmin and

Rmax respectively) and a uniform scattering length density (rc).

P(q) = P(q, Rmax, e, L, s) = hFCS
2(q, Rmax, e)isProd(q, L) (2)

with

FCS q;Rmax; eð Þ ¼ 2

p

ðp
2

0

2J1 qRmax sin2 yþ e2cos2 y
� �1

2

� �

qRmax sin2 yþ e2cos2 yð Þ
1
2

dy (3)

the form factor associated to the ellipsoidal cross-section, and

Prod q;Lð Þ ¼ L2 2SiðqLÞ
qL

�
4sin2

qL

2

� �

qLð Þ2

0
BB@

1
CCA (4)

the form factor of an infinitely thin rod, with SiðxÞ ¼
Ð x
0

sin u

u
du.

If needed, the polydispersity in size on the cross-section, h�is is
taken into account via the Schulz–Zimm distribution, i.e.:

FCS
2 q;Rmax; eð Þ

� �
s¼
ð
fSZ R;Rmax;

1

s2
� 1

� �
FCSðq;R; eÞ½ �2dR

(5)

with fSZ x; x0; zð Þ ¼ xz

Gðzþ 1Þ
zþ 1

x0

� �zþ1
e
�ðzþ1Þ x

x0

In some cases, for comparison, a variation of the model was
used. In that case, the cylinders are considered as not completely
rigid, but presenting a flexibility in their length. The model of
semi-flexible cylinders has been previously described by Pedersen
and Schurtenberger,31 with the form factor being expressed as:

P(q) = P(q, Rmax, e, L, s) = hFCS
2(q, Rmax, e)isPflex(q, LC, bKuhn)

(6)
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Pflex, the contribution associated with the flexible length of the
cylinders, depends on two parameters, the contour length LC,
and the Kuhn length bKuhn. The contour length corresponds to
the overall length of the fibrils (equivalent to L in the rigid
cylinders model). The Kuhn length is two times the persistence
length, and is an indication of the flexibility of the fibrils. A
complete description of Pflex can be found in ref. 31, and is not
repeated here.

Finally, in the semi-dilute regime, the interactions between
the cylinders, either rigid or flexible, have been described using
the Random Phase Approximation (RPA):32,33

SRPA q; nRPAð Þ ¼ 1

1þ nRPA
PðqÞ
Pð0Þ

� � (7)

The parameter nRPA is associated with the second virial coefficient
describing the pair interaction between cylinders:33

nRPA ¼
ð

e
�U rð Þ
kBT � 1

� �
d3r (8)

In most cases, the interactions U(r) studied in the RPA model
are of the ‘‘excluded volume’’ type, with cylinders defined as
impenetrable. Using mean-field theory, all pair interactions are
averaged between cylinders, and in that case nRPA is named the
excluded volume parameter.32 This model has been developed
and extensively studied for semi flexible cylinders,33–35 but was
later shown to be valid for interacting rigid cylinders.30,32

Notably, the theory depicts accurately the interactions at work
in the isotropic-to-nematic phase transition in rigid cylinder
suspensions.32

Monte–Carlo simulations36 have shown that cylinder–cylinder
interactions are better depicted using the polymer reference
interaction site model (PRISM),37 similar to the RPA model:

SPRISM q; nRPA;Rvð Þ ¼ 1

1þ nRPAcðq;RvÞ
Prodðq;LÞ
Prodð0;LÞ

� � (9)

with c q;Rvð Þ ¼ 3 sin q2Rvð Þ � q2Rv cos q2Rvð Þ½ �
q2Rvð Þ3

In that case, on top of the excluded volume parameter, nRPA,
previously described, the term c(q, Rv) is associated with a local
excluded volume along the fibril. This local volume corre-
sponds on each point along the length of the fibril to a sphere
of radius Rv which is not accessible to any other fibril. The
PRISM model is often used at high concentration of objects,
where interactions between cylinders are high and induce a

broad peak to appear around q � 2p
Rv

. Let us note that this extra

parameter has influence only at much higher interactions than
the one studied in this paper. Rv was then fixed to Rmax the
maximum radius of OCNF fibrils, and for the range of ‘‘weak
interactions’’ studied here, the structure factor is:

S(q) = SPRISM(q, nRPA, Rmax) D SRPA(q, nRPA) (10)

For simplicity we will hence describe interactions as following
the Random Phase Approximation model.

In addition to SAXS, rheological measurements were per-
formed using a stress-controlled rheometer (Discovery HR-3, TA
Instrumentss) equipped with a sandblasted plate–plate geometry
(40 mm or 12 mm in diameter depending on the measurements).
The samples were used without any further processing and the
edge of the geometry was covered with a thin layer of mineral oil to
prevent evaporation of water. Three types of experiments were
conducted. Amplitude strain sweep measurements of the storage
and loss moduli G0 and G00 were conducted at o = 10 rad s�1. A
strain amplitude of 0.1%, within the linear viscoelastic regime,
was chosen for frequency sweep measurements. Finally, steady
flow measurements were performed to study the viscosity
response of the sample to shearing, with a shear rate ranging
from 10�2 to 102 s�1.

Transmission electron microscopy (TEM) measurements
were carried out using a JEM-2100 Plus (JEOL, USA), at an operating
voltage of 200 kV. TEM grid was prepared by drop-deposition of
OCNF at 0.025 wt%, negatively stained using uranyl acetate (2 M).
Excess solution was removed and the sample left to dry prior to
experiment. To study the effect of salt on the dispersions, cryo-TEM
measurements were carried out on a JEM-2200FS (JEOL, Japan),
operated at 200 kV. The samples were vitrified in a controlled
environment vitrification system with relative humidity close to
100% at room temperature. A small volume (about 5 mL) of
OCNF solution at 0.1 wt%, without salt or with 0.1 M NaCl
respectively, was deposited on lacey carbon-coated cupper
grids and excess fluid was gently removed by blotting. The
grids were then directly plunged into liquid ethane. Grids were
stored in liquid nitrogen until being transferred to the electron
microscope.

Results
Gels formed by OCNF suspensions at various concentrations

Before studying the formation of cellulose gels, OCNF were
observed in TEM (see Fig. 1a, b, and Fig. S1 in ESI†). Their
shape consists of long fibrils with a length of hundreds of nm
and a cross-section around 5 nm. From averaging 175 measure-
ments, both the diameter and the length of the fibrils were
estimated to be D = 7 � 2 nm and L = 160 � 60 nm respectively
(statistics are given in Fig. 1c and d). A histogram of the
diameter shows a broad distribution of sizes between 4–12 nm,
reflecting the elliptical nature of the fibril cross-section.

SAXS data of OCNF suspensions at various concentrations
were measured on the I22 beamline (see Fig. 2 and Fig. S2 in
ESI†). In agreement with the TEM measurements, OCNF were
modelled by a form factor of rigid cylinders, with the length
L fixed at 160 nm (as L cannot be measured in SAXS at this
q-range) and an elliptical cross-section (Rmax and e = Rmin/Rmax

are given in Table 1).
We note that Mao et al. described the fibrillar cross-section

using the Gaussian-approximate parallelepiped model (GAP),
essentially describing the cross-section as a parallelepiped with
semicircles ends.27 Instead, here we used a slightly simpler
model, with fewer fitting parameters, describing an ellipsoidal
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cross-section. This gives a satisfactory fit to the SAXS data (see
residuals in Fig. S2, ESI†) and the cross-section dimensions found
are consistent with those previously observed by Mao et al.

For concentrations r1 wt%, the SAXS data can be well-fitted
by this form factor only, without any interactions between the
fibrils (Fig. 2a). Notably, the scattering at small angles follows,
on a log–log plot, a q�1 slope, characteristic of rigid elongated
objects such as rods or cylinders. The dimensions of the fibrils
(Rmax and e) are found not to be dependent on the concentration
and consistent with the TEM measurements. The number of

objects per unit volume increases with concentration as expected
(see the increase in intensity in Fig. 2a and the parameters found
for the fits in Table 1). These SAXS patterns of rigid rods,
observed in this dilute regime, are consistent with previous
results found for cellulose nanocrystals38,39 or cellulose nano-
fibrils at similar concentrations.27,40,41 These are also consistent
with the high value measured for the Young’s modulus of OCNF
(around 100 GPa) using AFM.42

Between 1 and 1.5 wt% (Fig. 2b), there is no observable
increase of the intensity at low angles; as a change in the slope
is observed in the small angle region (0.005 r q r 0.03 Å�1). In
that q-range, the slope evolves from a q�1 behaviour at 1 wt% to a
less pronounced exponent at 1.5 wt%. This decrease in the slope
can only be attributed to a change in the structure factor S(q), due
to repulsive interactions appearing between fibrils at 1.5 wt%. This
can be more easily observed by plotting the effective structure
factor S(q) only (see Fig. S2, ESI†). For concentrations Z1.5 wt%,
S(q) diverges from 1 at low q, signalling interactions.

The SAXS pattern at 1.5 wt% is well-modelled by adding to
the fit the structure factor described in the Materials and
methods section. Data fitting gives an excluded volume para-
meter nRPA = 0.7 (Fig. 2d and Table 1). The positive sign of nRPA

indicates that the fibril–fibril interaction is repulsive and the
value of nRPA is related to the strength of the interaction and the
concentration of the interacting fibrils.43 nRPA corresponds to
the excluded volume parameter between the repulsive fibrils.33

Fig. 1 (a and b) TEM micrographs of OCNF at 0.025 wt%, stained with
uranyl acetate. (c and d) Size distribution of the diameter and length of the
fibrils over 175 measurements.

Fig. 2 (a–c) SAXS patterns I(q) vs. q in absolute scaling of OCNF at various wt%: (a) 0.4 wt% (yellow), 0.6 wt% (pale green), 0.8 wt% (green) and 1 wt%
(cyan) giving the signal of non-interacting fibrils; (b) 1 wt% (cyan) and 1.5 wt% (blue) which shows the emergence of a repulsive interaction between OCNF
fibrils and (c) 1.5 wt% (blue), 2 wt% (violet), 2.5 wt% (pink) and 3 wt% (red) fitted using the model of interacting fibrils. All the fits are given by the black dots.
The dashed line highlights the slope at low angles. (d) Comparison between the interaction parameter nRPA (solid red line) and tan d = G00/G0 (dashed blue
line) measured in rheology at o = 1 rad s�1.
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For higher concentrations, the SAXS data can only be fitted
including interactions between fibrils (Fig. 2c, and S(q) in
Fig. S2, ESI†), with further reduction of the slope at small
angles: the observed slope at small-angles follows a q�0.6 to 0.7

power law at 3 wt% instead of q�1 for non-interacting fibrils, as
seen below 1 wt%. Contrary to fractal systems (where slopes of
q�Dm, with 2 r Dm r 4, can be observed), this slope does not
describe a fractal organisation, but the emergence of repulsive
interactions, effectively lowering the intensity measured in
this q-range. This is clearly observed by plotting S(q) versus q
(Fig. S2, ESI†), where S(q) is found to be below 1 in this q-range.

Further increase in intensity (i.e. in the number of objects
per unit volume) is also observed, and, more importantly, the
nRPA parameter increases linearly in this concentration range
(see Table 1 and Fig. 2d), as this parameter depends on the
concentration of interacting OCNF. A monotonic increase in
the concentration would result in a monotonic increase in
the parameter nRPA. Moreover, for high enough values of nRPA,
denoting significant fibril–fibril interactions, the influence of a
local excluded volume, described by the radius Rv in the PRISM
model (see Material and methods), can no longer be neglected.
Indeed, theoretical SAXS patterns of the same fibril form factor
at different values of nRPA (Fig. S3 in ESI†) demonstrate the
emergence of a correlation peak in the small angle region for
high interactions. The position of this correlation peak, which
signals the isotropic to nematic phase transition, is associated
with the value of Rv. For OCNF, this correlation peak is not
observed for concentrations r3 wt%. It has nonetheless been
recently observed by Bertsch et al. for suspensions of cellulose
nanocrystals at 5 wt%.44 Interestingly, a similar correlation
peak was also observed by Uhlig et al., for dispersions of
different types of cellulose nanocrystals at very low concentration
(below 1 wt%).45 Nonetheless, it was noted by the authors that, in
their case, their nanocrystals were forming liquid-crystalline
aggregates in solution, instead of the homogeneous dispersions
obtained using TEMPO-oxidised cellulose nanofibrils.13

Reproducibility of these results was confirmed by complementary
measurements made at SOLEIL synchrotron (Fig. S4, ESI†). A
different batch of OCNF, prepared in the same conditions,
showed rigorously similar SAXS patterns and fits parameters.

These results from SAXS have to be considered in regards to
the rheology measurements (Fig. 2d and Fig. S5, ESI†). OCNF
suspensions are shear-thinning for concentrations Z0.6 wt%
(Fig. S5a, ESI†). Nevertheless, measurable G0, corresponding to
G04 G00 (characteristic of a gel) were observed both in frequency
and amplitude sweeps only at concentrations above 1 wt%; and
G0 c G00 only for samples above 2 wt% (Fig. S5b and c, ESI†).

A gel-like behaviour is evidenced by two criteria: tan d ¼ G00

G0
o 1

and a value of G0 only weakly dependant of the frequency of
oscillation.46 Both are evidenced here for OCNF suspensions
Z1.5 wt%, which corresponds to the minimal concentration
where interactions between fibrils are needed to fit the SAXS
data (see Fig. 2d giving both nRPA and tan d upon OCNF
concentration and Fig. S5b (ESI†) giving G0 and G00 measurements
upon frequency sweeps).

It is known that suspensions of anisotropic particles will
exhibit a gel-like behaviour as concentration is increased. This
is due to particle orientation in the suspension as the isotropic-
to-nematic phase transition is approached.47,48 The nRPA para-
meter expresses increasing interactions between fibrils due to
crowding effects, but it has been shown that the nematic interaction
associated with fibril–fibril orientation plays a significant role in the
overall structure factor only at concentrations close to c*, the
concentration of the isotropic-to-nematic transition.32 Hence, our
results indicate that a small crowding of OCNF is enough to form a
physical gel, even without the fibrils having a nematic orientation
within the sample at rest.

Gels of OCNF in presence of salt

OCNF are negatively charged particles, and addition of small
amounts of monovalent salts, such as NaCl, is enough to allow
the formation of self-standing gels.2,17,18 Addition of salt not
only has dramatic effects on the rheological properties of the
sample, with a strong gel-like behaviour observed in presence
of salt2,18 (see Fig. S6, ESI†), but also on the structural properties
measured in SAXS.41 Indeed, comparing SAXS patterns of OCNF
at 1 wt% without NaCl or with 0.1 M NaCl (Fig. 3) demonstrates a
complete superimposition of the data at large angles (associated
with the fibril cross-section) between the two samples; whereas at
small angles an increase of the signal is noted, with a slope
changing from q�1 for the sample without salt to q�1.6 in the
presence of salt. The same type of changes was also observed for
cellulose nanocrystals in presence of salt.39

Two models were investigated to explain this change in the
small-angle region. The first model, of semi-flexible fibrils,
assumes that OCNF present some flexibility along their length,
defined by two parameters: the contour length LC, which represents
the overall length of the fibrils (and corresponds to the length L of
the rigid fibril model), and a Kuhn length bKuhn, which is twice the
persistence length, corresponding to the length over which the fibril
can be considered as rigid.31,34 Parameters associated with the
cross-section of the fibrils (Rmax and e) are unchanged. This model,
used for example to describe worm-like micelles,34 relies on a

Table 1 Table of the parameters found by fitting of the SAXS data for OCNF dispersions at various wt% via the RPA (PRISM) model for rigid cylinders.
Length of the fibrils has been fixed at L = 160 nm using results from TEM measurements

OCNF wt% 0.4 0.6 0.8 1 1.5 2 2.5 3
n (�1012 cm�3) 7 � 1 12 � 1 16 � 2 20 � 2 24 � 3 33 � 4 47 � 7 67 � 10
Rmax (nm) 5.1 � 0.1 5.1 � 0.1 5.1 � 0.1 5.1 � 0.1 5.1 � 0.1 5.1 � 0.1 5.1 � 0.1 5.1 � 0.1
e 0.27 � 0.02 0.27 � 0.02 0.27 � 0.02 0.27 � 0.02 0.27 � 0.02 0.27 � 0.02 0.27 � 0.02 0.27 � 0.02
Rmin (nm) 1.4 � 0.1 1.4 � 0.1 1.4 � 0.1 1.4 � 0.1 1.4 � 0.1 1.4 � 0.1 1.4 � 0.1 1.4 � 0.1
nRPA 0 0 0 0 0.7 � 0.2 1.2 � 0.2 1.8 � 0.2 2.7 � 0.2
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change of the form factor of the fibrils – reflecting a change of
their shape – and implies that the fibrils experience a physical
change of their rigidity, possibly due to the appearance of points
of contact between fibrils, associated with the addition of
counter-ions on the surface.

The second model does not rely on any change in the form
factor of the fibrils, but assumes that the change in slope is due
to interactions, attractive this time, between the fibrils, mirroring
the effect of repulsive interactions on SAXS pattern of cylindrical
scatterers. van der Schoot and Odijk have calculated the structure
factor for rodlike particles interacting by van der Waals forces.49

They showed that when writing the pair correlation function
between two rods, and the associated structure factor, two cases
arise depending on the angle g between the two rods. If g is
extremely small (the rods are almost parallel to each other), the
description of the structure factor requires the calculation of the
third virial coefficient between the rods. For any other angle g
(rods not parallel), the structure factor is similar to the one
developed in the random phase approximation, by replacing
nRPA with nRPA = nvdW + nrep, with nvdW the second virial
coefficient associated to attraction forces, and nrep the second
virial coefficient due to repulsion forces. Let us note that when
no salt is added, OCNF are strongly repulsive (nvdW { nrep) and
nRPA D nrep, result given by the random phase approximation
theory. When the surface charge of the fibrils is screened, then
nvdW c nrep and nRPA D nvdW o 0. In a gel network where fibrils

are disorganised, it is much more probable that fibrils are not
parallel to each other. Therefore, we have decided to generalize
the random phase approximation structure factor with nRPA o 0.
Indeed, since the nRPA parameter is associated with the overall
second virial coefficient of the cylinders, attractive interactions
would result in a negative value for this parameter.50,51 For a more
detailed depiction of the structure factor with attractive interactions,
the use of the third virial coefficient is recommended.49 Nonetheless
this simplified structure factor is enough to capture the main
feature of the data.

Both models provide reasonable fits to the data (fits illustrated
in Fig. 3, parameters in Table 2), with data at small angles slightly
better fitted for the semi-flexible fibril model. Indeed, in the
interacting rigid fibril model, the use of a negative second virial
coefficient, without taking into account higher orders in the pair
correlation function between rods, gives a mathematical singularity
at the smallest angles, as already discussed by van der Schoot and
Odijk.49 In the presence of salt, the parameters associated with the
fibril cross-section are unchanged and are found to be similar
for both models. The semi-flexible model gives a Kuhn length
bKuhn = 24 � 2 nm, more than five times lower than the overall
length of the fibrils, suggesting highly flexible particles. On the
other hand, the second model gives exactly the same parameters
for the shape of the fibrils with and without salt added, and a
negative nRPA value (�3.2) when NaCl is present, corresponding,
as previously described, to attractive interactions between the
fibrils.

To better comprehend the physical meaning of those two models
and help discriminate between them, cryo-TEM measurements have
been carried out on both samples at 0.1 wt% of OCNF (Fig. 4 and
Fig. S7, ESI†) to study the flexible or rigid nature of the fibrils,52 and
z potential measurements were conducted to measure surface
charge. Examination of cryo-TEM micrographs does not provide
evidence for a change in flexibility of the fibrils, which appear
straight both with and without salt, as expected from elastic
modulus measurements on a single fibril.42 However, the two
samples seem to exhibit very different OCNF organisation, with
some local nematic order observed in the sample without salt
(Fig. S7, ESI†), while sample containing salt presents a more
random orientation of the fibrils, appearing to be forming a 3D
network, consistent with the formation of a gel.

This apparent ‘‘network’’ observed in presence of salt allows
a mesh size to be defined as the average distance between two
‘‘nodes’’ (i.e. apparent contact points between fibrils) of the
network. A rough measurement over 15 nodes between fibrils
gives a value of 30 � 10 nm (see Fig. S8, ESI†). This is of a

Fig. 3 SAXS patterns I(q) vs. q in absolute scaling of OCNF at 1 wt%
without salt (cyan) and with 0.1 M of NaCl (orange). The black dots are the
fits made using the model of rigid cylinders, without interactions (when no
NaCl is added) and with attractive interactions (with 0.1 M of NaCl). The
grey dashed line is the fit made using the semi-flexible cylinders model for
the sample with 0.1 M NaCl.

Table 2 Table of the parameters found by fitting of the SAXS data for 1 wt% OCNF without NaCl, with NaCl via the RPA (PRISM) model for rigid cylinders
and with NaCl via the semi-flexible cylinders model

NaCl (M) 0 0.1 0.1
Model Rigid cylinders Rigid cylinders + interactions Semi-flexible cylinders
Rmax (nm) 5.1 � 0.1 5.1 � 0.1 5.1 � 0.1
e 0.27 � 0.02 0.27 � 0.02 0.27 � 0.02
L (or LC, nm) (fixed) 160 160 160
nRPA 0 �3.2 � 0.2 —
bKuhn (nm) — — 24 � 2
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similar order of magnitude to the Kuhn length derived from the
flexible cylinder modelling of the SAXS data. The mesh size
measured here can be indicative only, as cryo-TEM micro-
graphs are a 2D projection of a 3D organisation, which would
bias any precise measurement. Nonetheless, this suggests that
the q value where the SAXS signal deviates from the q�1 slope of
rigid cylinders, modelled by the Kuhn length in the semi-
flexible cylinders model, corresponds to the mesh size of the
network. Hence, the value of the Kuhn length obtained from
the fits can be directly associated to the mesh size of the gel
network.

On the other hand, the nature of the change of interactions
between OCNF is well captured by the attractive interaction
model. But, as it is defined here, it does not allow an accurate
description of the resulting fractal network organization of
OCNF. Of course, one must be extremely cautious in interpreting
cryo-TEM images, as the sample preparation procedure may
significantly alter the fibril dispersion. Nonetheless, those
results are a valid indication that the fibrils do not experience
a change of their shape, but rather a reorganisation of OCNF in
the sample.

Furthermore, a change in interactions between fibrils is expected
from z potential measurements. OCNF exhibit a measured z
potential value of z = �61 � 3 mV in water against �22 � 1 mV
in 0.1 M NaCl. As �30 mV is often considered as the limit below
which negative colloidal particles are stable in dispersions, and
above which they aggregate, a decrease of the charge on the
fibrils implies a decrease of the repulsive interactions between
them. Yet, the potential of interaction between fibrils is often
expressed as the sum of two contributions, electrostatic repulsion
and van der Waals attraction.17,18,24 The limit of �30 mV hence is
equivalent to the limit between electrostatic repulsion dominating
(zo �30 mV) and van der Waals attraction dominating (0 Z z4
�30 mV). As previously evidenced by Fukuzumi et al.,18 increasing
the salt concentration decreases the strength of the electrostatic
repulsion, and the overall potential becomes attractive, reflected
in attractive interactions required to model the SAXS data.

Further evidence of the effect of salt on the OCNF inter-
action is found in the SAXS study of OCNF suspensions at
2 wt% with various concentrations of salt, conducted at SOLEIL
synchrotron (Fig. 5). This sample without salt is fitted including
repulsive interactions (nRPA = 1.7� 0.2). Increasing the concentration
of salt results in a gradually decreasing nRPA parameter, that becomes
negative above 0.1 M NaCl, indicating that the particles enter an

attractive regime at high concentration of salt (see Fig. 5b).
Those results are a direct evidence of a change in the balance of
interactions between electrostatic repulsion and van der Waals
attraction between OCNF.

To summarize, analysis of the SAXS measurements show
that the addition of salt changes the interactions between
OCNF. Gelation is triggered by attractive interactions between
the fibrils arising from the screening of the electrostatic repulsion
of OCNF.

Fitting the SAXS data with the RPA (or PRISM) structure
factor of rigid cylinders and a negative value of nRPA is sufficient
to capture the main features of the structural changes in the
system. It is also possible to provide a good fit to the data using
a purely phenomenological model of semi-flexible cylinders,
which allows, via the Kuhn length bKuhn, an estimation of the
mesh size of the gel network.

Conclusions

Careful analysis of SAXS data allows elucidation of the mechanisms
of gelation and deconvolution of interactions of OCNF aqueous
dispersions. Notably, the effects of fibril concentration and salt
addition have been characterised and used to determine a suitable
model for fitting SAXS data from such systems. In agreement with

Fig. 4 Cryo-TEM micrographs of (a) OCNF at 0.1 wt% without salt and
(b) OCNF at 0.1 wt% with NaCl 0.1 M.

Fig. 5 (a) SAXS patterns I(q) in arbitrary units vs. q of OCNF at 2 wt% with
various NaCl concentrations: without salt (yellow), 0.1 M (green), 0.2 M
(cyan), 0.3 M (blue), 0.4 M (pink) and 0.5 M (red). Curves have been shifted
for clarity. The fits are given in black dots. (b) Interaction parameter nRPA

found by the fits upon salt concentration. The grey area is associated to
repulsive interactions while the white area corresponds to attractive
interactions between the fibrils.
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TEM measurements and fitting of SAXS patterns of dilute samples,
OCNF can be described as long rigid cylinders with an elliptical
cross-section. With increasing concentration of OCNF, excluded
volume interactions start to become important, modelled by the
random phase approximation and the interaction parameter
nRPA 4 0. The measurement of these repulsive interactions in
the SAXS pattern corresponds to a tan d = G00/G0 o 1 and low-
frequency dependence of G0 in rheology, indicating physical
gel-like behaviour. This links the formation of a gel to a
crowding effect of the particles in dispersion in this semi-
dilute regime, without further ordering. When salt is added, a
noticeable difference is observed in the SAXS pattern, with an
increase of the signal at small angles, ascribed to attractive
interactions between the fibrils. As a first approximation, the
data have been fitted using the same random phase approxi-
mation model for the structure factor, with a value of nRPA o 0,
corresponding to a negative second virial coefficient of the
fibrils – in agreement with the occurrence of attractive interactions
between OCNF. This is supported by cryo-TEM images, that reveal
no change in fibril shape, but point to a possible reorganisation;
z potential measurements that show a diminution of the surface
charge of OCNF and SAXS measurements of OCNF at different salt
concentrations, which pinpoint the slow change from a regime
where the fibrils experience repulsive interactions to the attractive
regime due to the screening of the electrostatic repulsions
between OCNF. By studying both the excluded volume effect
from OCNF concentration variation and the attractive inter-
actions due to charge screening in the presence of salt, a better
understanding of the mechanisms of gelation of these OCNF
suspensions is gained. This will provide the basis for under-
standing and describing the effect of other additives, such as
alcohols or surfactants.
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