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Proving and interpreting the spontaneous
formation of bulk nanobubbles in aqueous
organic solvent solutions: effects of solvent type
and contentfy
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We show that the mixing of organic solvents with pure water leads to the spontaneous formation of
suspended nano-entities which exhibit long-term stability on the scale of months. A wide range of
solvents representing different functional groups are studied: methanol, ethanol, propanol, acetone,
DMSO and formamide. We use various physical and chemical analytical techniques to provide
compounded evidence that the nano-entities observed in all these aqueous solvent solutions must be
gas-filled nanobubbles as they cannot be attributed to solvent nanodroplets, impurities or
contamination. The nanobubble suspensions are characterized in terms of their bubble size
distribution, bubble number density and zeta potential. The bubble number density achieved is a
function of the type of solvent. It increases sharply with solvent content, reaching a maximum at an
intermediate solvent concentration, before falling off to zero. We show that, whilst bulk nanobubbles
can exist in pure water, they cannot exist in pure organic solvents and they disappear at some
organic solvent-water ratio depending on the type of solvent. The gas solubility of the solvent relative
to water as well as the molecular structure of the solvent are determining factors in the formation

and stability of bulk nanobubbles. These phenomena are discussed and interpreted in the light of the

rsc.li/soft-matter-journal experimental results obtained.

1. Introduction

Bulk nanobubbles (BNBs) are an emerging field which is attracting
much attention from researchers and industrial practitioners
alike. Their existence has been reported in a number of recent
experimental studies'™ and strong indirect evidence has been
provided to show that such nano-entities must be gas bubbles.>®
Nonetheless, considerable speculation and controversy still exist
about the existence and nature of BNBs, their origin and their
extraordinary longevity which contradicts predictions of the diffusive
gas transport based on the Epstein and Plesset theory.” Those who
dispute the existence of BNBs tend to attribute them to supra-
molecular structures, solvent or oil nanodroplets or simply
impurities and contamination, based on either questionable
experimentation or sheer speculation.®*® A similar debate
which lasted for many years took place after surface nano-
bubbles emerged and became the focus of attention about two
decades ago.'® The present situation is exacerbated by the lack
of a full rational explanation of the mechanism behind the
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long-term stability of BNBs.*’’'® A number of speculative
interpretations have been postulated but a complete physical
model has yet to emerge.

Despite such scepticism, however, many applications have
been suggested for BNBs, including control of the nucleation
mechanism in cavitation/boiling,? facilitating oxygen supply to
marine/aquatic life (plant and fish),** detoxification of water,>**
enhanced remediation of organic contaminants, drag reduction,>*
prevention of surface fouling,*>*® enhanced ultrasound imaging of
small cell lung cancer,”° oxygenation of hypoxic conditions for
cardiac resuscitation,’® enhanced seed germination,’™”** and
improved efficiency of IC engines.**** This nonexhaustive list high-
lights the wide and versatile interest in BNBs. BNBs offer significant
advantages over microbubbles due to their persistence, negligible
buoyancy and huge relative surface area. However, it is still not
understood how they can be produced in an efficient, consistent
and controlled fashion, especially in large volumes, and how they
can be efficiently exploited in all the pertinent technologies.

Various techniques have been suggested for BNB production,
including hydrodynamic and acoustic cavitation,>*®*°7% fluidic
oscillation,* and nano-membrane filtration.*® These methods
suffer from a number of drawbacks as they tend to be energy
intensive; they are prone to contamination arising from detachment

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2020
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of nanoparticles from surfaces; they lack control of bubble size,
uniformity and concentration; and have low resistance to
corrosive chemicals, which restricts the use of reactive gases
and solutions. The method of solvent exchange by which a local
supersaturated environment is created, has been widely used in
studies of surface nanobubbles,”*™** but has not been fully
exploited in the formation and study of BNBs.

In this paper, we study the spontaneous formation of BNBs
resulting from the mixing of pure water with an organic solvent.
An extensive range representing different functional groups of
aqueous organic solvents is investigated. We use a range of
physical and chemical analytical techniques to show that the
nano-entities formed must be gas-filled nanobubbles, as follows:

1. In the case of an organic solvent with a lower boiling point
than water, we separate the solvent from the nanobubble
suspension and analyse the nanobubble size distribution and
bubble number density to confirm that they remain unaffected;

2. We use Fourier transform infrared spectroscopy (FT-IR) to
analyse and compare the functional groups present in pure water
and in nanobubble suspensions;

3. We analyse pure water and nanobubble suspensions using
gas chromatography-mass spectroscopy (GC-MS) to examine for
any organic contamination;

4. We analyse pure water and nanobubble suspensions using
inductive coupled plasma mass spectroscopy (ICP-MS) to detect
any inorganic contamination;

5. For each organic solvent considered, we completely evaporate
the water and solvent from the nanobubble suspension and
examine if there is any residue.

The BNB suspensions are visualized and the nanobubbles
measured by a nanoparticle tracking analysis technique, and
their surface charge is measured in terms of their zeta potential.
We study the influence of the type of solvent and its mole
fraction on the existence of BNBs and their bubble number
density. We also monitor the long-term stability of the BNB
suspensions over a period of over three months. In the light of
the experimental results obtained, we address a number of
fundamental questions relating to the existence and behaviour
of BNBs in aqueous solvent solutions.

2. Experimental section
2.1 Materials

Ultrapure water (type-1), henceforth referred to as simply pure
water, from a Millipore purification system (Avidity Science,
UK), of electrical conductivity 0.055 pS cm™ ' and pH 6.7 at a
temperature of 20 °C, was used in all experiments. All solvents
and reagents used were of the highest purity grade available on
the market. All glassware was cleaned by immersion for 30 min
in a 10% aqueous solution of potassium hydroxide (KOH,
Sigma Aldrich, UK) placed inside an ultrasonic bath, followed
by rinsing with ultrapure water, drying in a microwave oven and
flushing with a stream of high-purity dry nitrogen gas. Analytical
grade (99.9% pure) methanol, ethanol, 2-propanol, acetone,
dimethyl sulfoxide (DMSO) and formamide were purchased
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from Fisher Scientific (UK) and were handled in glassware in
order to avoid contamination from plastic products. Prior to
experimentation, purified water and all stock solutions were
initially examined for any nanoscale entities using the Nanosight
instrument (described further below) employed for the measure-
ment of BNBs, and no significant levels of impurity were observed.

2.2 Methods

2.2.1 Formation of BNBs by water-solvent mixing. BNBs
were formed by mixing an organic solvent at different concentrations
within the range 0.01-0.9 mole fraction with pure water at room
temperature, in 100 mL glass beakers, as illustrated in Fig. 1. The
order of mixing (Ze. adding solvent to water or adding water to
solvent) had no effect on the bubble number density or nanobubble
size distribution, within experimental error. We selected a range of
solvents: methanol, ethanol, propanol, acetone, DMSO and form-
amide; their physical properties are summarized in Table 1. The
BNB suspensions thus formed were stored at room temperature in
20 mL air-tight glass vials for further analysis.

2.2.2 Nanopatrticle tracking analysis (NTA). The concentration,
mean size, and size distribution of BNB suspensions was measured
using nanoparticle tracking analysis (NTA) afforded by a NanoSight
instrument (NS300, Malvern, UK), as described in our previous
work.® Further details are summarised in the ESLt

2.2.3 Zeta potential. The electrokinetic or zeta potential is
a key indicator of the stability of a colloidal dispersion. The zeta
potential of the BNB suspensions was measured by a ZEN5600
ZetaSizer Nano ZSP (Malvern Instruments, UK), as described in
our previous work;'® more details are given in the ESL+

3. Results and discussion

We shall start by assuming that the entities formed in the
aqueous solvent solutions are BNBs and make some general
observations about their characteristics and behaviour. We will
then present multiple pieces of evidence to show that the
observed entities are indeed BNBs and not any of the common
nano-scale impurities sometimes associated with BNBs. Sub-
sequently, we shall address a number of fundamental questions

Organic
solvent

Pure water Bulk nanobubble
suspension

Fig. 1 Schematic representation of BNB generation by mixing of organic
solvent and pure water.
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Table 1 Physical properties of water and organic solvents
Solvent Water Methanol Ethanol Propanol Acetone DMSO Formamide

OH OH OH (6] ﬁ o
Formula H,O (|:H )]\ S )k

3 CH; H;C CH,; H,C CH; H,C CH;, H NH,

Protic Yes Yes Yes Yes No No Yes
Dielectric constant (20 °C) 80.2 33.0 25.3 21.8 20.7 47.24 110
Viscosity (mPa s) (25 °C) 0.89 0.543 1.095 1.920 0.316 1.987 3.300
Surface tension (mN m™) (20 °C) 72.80 22.70 22.10 23.00 25.20 42.92 57.03

relating to the existence of BNBs and their behaviour in aqueous
solvent solutions.

3.1 General observations

All the solvents studied exhibited qualitatively similar nano-
bubble size distributions. Typical nanobubble size distributions
in propanol-water mixtures are presented in Fig. 2, showing a
flattening of the peak, i.e. a reduction in Kurtosis going from
leptokurtic to platykurtic distribution as the solvent fraction
increases. The bubble number density is an important parameter to
compare nanobubble populations formed in different solvent-
water mixtures, as shown in Fig. 3. For example, the bubble
number density rises sharply to a maximum value of ~2.65 X
10° bubble mL ™" as the propanol mole fraction increases to ~0.03
and falls off sharply at higher propanol fractions, reaching zero
bubble mL™' at ~0.2 mole fraction of propanol. Other organic
solvents exhibit a similar trend, with a maximum number of
nanobubbles formed at a mole fraction of ~0.2 for methanol,
~0.06 for ethanol, ~0.05 for acetone, ~0.1 for DMSO and ~ 0.05
for formamide, falling off to zero thereafter, as depicted in Fig. 3.

The variations of the number mean bubble diameter are also
presented in Fig. 3. The mean bubble diameter generally
increases with solvent mole fraction up to the point where
the maximum bubble number density is reached. Beyond that
point, different solvents exhibit different trends which cannot
be easily explained without a more detailed study.
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Fig. 2 Typical bulk nanobubble size distributions in propanol-water mixtures.
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3.2 Evidence of existence of BNBs in aqueous organic solvent
solutions

3.2.1 Solvent separation from BNB suspensions. A rotary
vacuum evaporation experiment was conducted to study what
happens when the solvent is separated from a BNB suspension,
as described in the ESIT and schematically illustrated in Fig. S1
(ESIYT). The distillate in the condensing flask and the residue
liquid in the evaporation flask were analysed using the NTA
technique. Due to the lower boiling points of methanol, ethanol,
propanol and acetone than water, these solvents were vaporised,
condensed and collected in the receiving flask. Complete
separation of the entire solvent did not affect the size distribu-
tion or the number density of the BNBs in the remaining
solvent-free suspension, as shown in Fig. 4. Due to the higher
boiling point of DMSO and formamide, water instead was
vaporised, condensed and collected in the receiving flask. In
this case, the nanobubbles disappeared completely and were not
detected in either the vaporised water or remaining solvent. These
experiments answer one of the important questions, namely that
the observed nano-entities are not solvent nanodroplets.

3.2.2 Fourier transform infrared spectroscopy (FT-IR) of
BNB suspensions. The purity of the BNB suspensions was
examined by FT-IR anaylsis. Details of the procedure are given
in the ESI.¥ The FT-IR spectra obtained for pure water and for
each pure solvent and its corresponding BNB suspension are
presented in Fig. 5. The FT-IR spectrum for pure water exhibits
two intense bands at 3300 cm ™' caused by O-H stretching, and
at 1635 cm™ ' caused by O-H-O scissors bending. In addition, a
smaller band is displayed at 2120 cm ™", a result of the coupling
of the scissors-bending and a broad liberation band in the near
infrared.*>*® Any FT-IR detectable foreign substance, i.e. any
bonded and/or free organic, inorganic and metal impurity is
expected to show as an extra peak. Thus, the absence of any
extra peaks confirms that the water used contained no detect-
able contamination.

The water-solvent BNB suspensions exhibit extra peaks, as
shown in Fig. 5. The three alcohols display three extra peaks
representing in order from left to right, the O-H stretching
mode, the C-O stretching mode and the C-C stretching mode,
which together indicate in each case the presence of either
methanol, ethanol or propanol. Similarly, acetone exhibits three
characteristic peaks representing in turn, the C=0 stretching
mode, the CH; bending mode and the C-C-C stretching mode,
which together indicate the presence of acetone. DMSO, on the
other hand, presents a characteristic peak representing the

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2020
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Fig. 4 Bubble number density and mean bubble diameter of BNBs in aqueous solvent solution and after complete separation of solvent from solution.

S=O stretching mode which indicates the presence of DMSO.
Finally, formamide presents six characteristic peaks representing,
respectively, the symmetric NH, stretching mode, the C-H which together indicate the presence of formamide.

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2020

stretching mode, the NH, scissoring mode, the C-H bending
mode, C-N stretching mode and the C-O stretching mode,

Soft Matter, 2020, 16, 4502-4511 | 4505


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d0sm00111b

Thisarticleislicensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 3.0 Unported Licence.

Open Access Article. Published on 15 April 2020. Downloaded on 5/23/2026 12:21:31 AM.

(cc)

Soft Matter

—— Pure water

Methanol

—— Pure solvent

View Article Online

Paper

—— Nanobubble suspension

Ethanol

0.8 L

06 ¢ c

3 \ 2081
| O-H stretch
|

O-H scissor

04 F

I
|
|
i O-H stretch 1640 i I
E 3300 O-1 scissor | F 3300
02 _ O-H stretch ‘1024 02 _ O-11 stretch 'i
E 1125 3 10891045
F C-O stretch E C-0 stretch
003 ! il ! | | | 1 0.0:. ul sl wl I il Livvesesnnls
4000 3500 3000 2500 2000 1500 1000 500 4000 3500 3000 2500 2000 1500 1000 500
Propanol Acetone
WH 1.0
e 0.8
=
&,
b , 0.6
‘5 E 2975 O-H sci |
E | O-11 stretch =HIRSIaR0n |
5 o04f i 0.4 ! Ll
- F 3300 | 3360 1715 1C-C-C
= E O-Hstretch : %0, .. C=0 stretch | stretch
0.2 E_ {listretch 02 F 1360
E 1160,1130,1100 E CH; bend
0 0 E 1 1 1 C 0 Sl.l'elCh 0'0 lllllllll Lo Lo Lo Lo Lo Lovsuiii in
4000 3500 3000 2500 2000 1500 1000 500 4000 3500 3000 2500 2000 1500 1000 500
DMSO Formamide
1.0 1.0 E
0.8 0.8
£ | E
0.6 F ! 0.6 ! 1635
E ()—lllés:sissor E ‘ 2880 O-H scissor |
F i F | C-11 stretch -
04 F | 04 F | 1660
E : F ‘: NH, <c|ss0r\
E i E 13310 and 3180 \\
02 F I 02 F |SymNH stretch \
3300 1044 g 3300 3
£ 0 llstrelch  5=Ostretch EO-Hstretch C—H bend
00' 1 n Il 1 00' n 1 sl by

4000 3500 3000 2500 2000 1500 1000 500

4000 3500 3000 2500 2000 1500 1000 500

Wavenumber (cm_ )

Fig. 5 FTIR results for pure water, pure solvents and corresponding BNB suspensions.

To confirm that these extra peaks do not mask the presence
of other chemical compounds of similar functional groups, we
conducted the same FT-IR analysis on the collected water after
complete separation of the solvents in the rotary evaporator,
using the procedure described above. All of the extra peaks
disappeared, and the corresponding FT-IR spectrum coincided
with that of pure water. In conclusion, therefore, the nano-
entities observed in the different water-solvent solutions cannot
be attributed to any type of FT-IR detectable contamination.

3.2.3 Gas chromatography-mass spectrometry (GC-MS) analysis
of BNB suspensions. Here, we use a GC-MS technique, as described
in the ESL7 to check for any organic contamination in our purified

4506 | Soft Matter, 2020, 16, 4502-4511

water and BNB suspensions, as depicted in Fig. 6. The gas chromato-
gram of pure water shows a peak at a retention time of 5.9 min
(Fig. 6a) which is consistent with that reported by other workers.*”
This peak is observed in the chromatographs of all the water-solvent
BNB suspensions. The extra peaks exhibited at retention times of
3.69 min, 3.67 min, 3.06 min, 25.66 min and 34.09 min indicate the
presence in the BNB suspensions of, respectively, ethanol, propanol,
acetone, DMSO and formamide, as confirmed by the mass spectra
presented in Fig. 6b—f. These results confirm that there is no organic
contamination present in BNB suspensions.

3.2.4 Inductive coupled plasma-mass spectrometry (ICP-MS)
analysis of BNB suspensions. The ICP-MS protocol is described in

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2020
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Fig. 6 GC-MS results: (a) chromatogram of pure water and BNB suspensions; mass spectrum of (b) ethanol, (c) propanol, (d) acetone, (e) DMSO, and

(f) formamide.

the ESL{ We analysed for 32 metals both in pure water and the
BNB suspensions. The calibration curves for these metals and
corresponding correlation coefficients (R> > 0.99) are presented
in Fig. S2-S4 (ESIt), and the concentration of each metal element
detected in the samples tested is given in Table S3 (ESIt). The
BNB suspensions studied contained extremely low levels of metal
traces similar to those detected in pure water, which implies that
the observed nano-entities could not be attributed to the presence of
metal contamination.

3.2.5 Drying of BNB suspensions. Drying experiments were
performed to check for any non-volatile contaminants present
in pure water or in BNB suspensions. Thus, 20 mL samples of pure
water or BNB suspension were kept in glass flasks to completely
evaporate in an oven at a temperature of 60 °C for 24 h. Any non-
volatile substance contained in the original samples should have
deposited during the drying process on the internal surfaces of the
flasks. The empty flasks were then withdrawn and allowed to cool
at room temperature before adding 20 mL of pure water. Each
flask was left to soak for 24 h and then agitated to suspend any
possible residue and the water was subsequently analysed by the

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2020

NTA technique. Results shown in Fig. 7 confirm that, in all cases,
no nano-entities were detected implying that the original samples
contained no non-volatile impurities.

In conclusion, the various physical and chemical analytical
techniques used above have produced multiple evidence which,
taken together, provides conclusive proof that the nano-entities
spontaneously formed by water-solvent mixing cannot be
attributed to solvent nanodroplets or any type of common
impurities or contamination as speculated in some literature
reports®™*° and, therefore, must be indeed gas-filled BNBs.

3.3 Fundamental questions relating to the existence and
behaviour of BNBs in aqueous solvent solutions

On the basis of the findings of this study, the formation of
BNBs in water-solvent mixtures raises a number of key questions
which we will address, as follows.

3.3.1 Why is it not possible to form BNBs in a pure organic
solvent? The corollary of the results discussed above (Fig. 3) is
that BNBs cannot form in pure solvents. These results seem to
suggest, therefore, that a pure organic solvent acts as a gas sink

Soft Matter, 2020, 16, 4502-4511 | 4507
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removing any excess gas from the solution and, consequently, it
does not form nanobubbles. Hence, since BNBs exist in pure
water, as reported by a number of scientific reports including
our own,>*'7*873% then they should disappear at some organic
solvent-water ratio, which is confirmed by the present results.

3.3.2 Why does the number density of BNBs reach a
maximum at certain mole fraction of solvent? The mixing of
pure saturated miscible solvents in water results in oversaturation
of gas in the mixture. Data are available in the literature for the
solubility of O, and N, in aqueous mixtures of the volatile solvents
used here, i.e. methanol, ethanol, propanol and acetone.®* ™ 1t is,
therefore, possible to calculate the level of saturation (f) that can
be achieved by mixing these pure solvents with water at different
mole fractions, which is defined as:**

Xm
f= A (1)

€
and

Xy X ny + Xs X ng

Xm
ny + ng

(2)
where, X, Xe, Xu, X5, Nw and ng are, respectively, gas mole fraction
obtained when the saturated solvent and water of a given mole
fraction are mixed, gas mole fraction in that mixture,”’>* mole
fraction of gas in pure water, mole fraction of gas in pure solvent,
mole fraction of water in solvent-water solution and mole fraction
of solvent in solvent-water solution. The values of X, for methanol,
ethanol, propanol and acetone used in the calculations were
obtained from Battino et al.>*** and Tsuji et al.>* Note, however,
that calculations for DMSO and formamide could not be
conducted because similar solubility data could not be found.
The relevant O, and N, solubility data for methanol, ethanol,
propanol and acetone are plotted in Fig. 8 together with the
calculated f values. The O, solubility in methanol, ethanol
propanol and acetone is, respectively, 16, 22, 30, and 17 times
higher than in pure water; whereas the N, solubility is, respectively,
17, 27, 31, and 21 times higher than in pure water. However, as
shown in Fig. 8, even though O, and N, are more soluble in pure
solvent than in pure water, the maximum gas (O, and N,) saturation
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Fig. 8 Oxygen and nitrogen gas solubility and calculated saturation level
resulting from organic solvent—water mixing at 293.15 K and 1 atm.

level that can be achieved upon mixing corresponds to a high water
mole fraction approximately in the range 0.80-0.90 depending on
the type of solvent. Thus, the amount of gas contributed from the
organic solvent phase is small and, at high solvent fractions, O, and
N, have a much higher solubility in the aqueous mixture than in
pure water. It is noteworthy that for each one of the volatile solvents
considered, the water mole fraction yielding the highest level of gas
saturation corresponds, within experimental error, to the solvent
mole fraction at which the maximum bubble number density is
observed (Fig. 3). This result seems to explain why the bubble
number density is maximum at a certain mole fraction of
solvent and falls off thereafter to zero as the solution becomes
richer in solvent.

3.3.3 Why does the number density of BNBs vary with the
type of solvent? Gas oversaturation is a useful parameter in
determining the population of bubbles formed in the solution.”®
As discussed above, the solubility of atmospheric gases (O,, N,) in
water has been observed to be lower than in aqueous solutions of
methanol, ethanol, propanol and acetone and, therefore, gas
oversaturation is expected to be higher in the presence of such
solvents, thus resulting in the formation of BNBs. However, the
same gases will have a different solubility depending on the organic
solvent present (Fig. 8), which explains the differences in bubble
number density achieved in different aqueous solvent solutions.

To illustrate these differences, the values of the maximum
number density of BNBs formed in the aqueous solutions of
these volatile solvents are compared in Fig. 9. Graphs of O, and
N, solubility in the pure solvents are also plotted alongside
these data. The bubble number density is highest for aqueous
propanol followed successively order by aqueous ethanol, acetone
and methanol. These results are consistent with the trends of
variation of O, and N, solubility, i.e. propanol having relatively
the highest gas solubility and methanol the lowest at any mole
fraction.”®® A higher gas solubility in an organic solvent relative

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2020
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to water implies a higher gas availability for the nucleation of
BNBs via gas oversaturation and, thus, a higher bubble number
density at a lower mole fraction, i.e. 0.03 for propanol, 0.06 for
ethanol, 0.05 for acetone and 0.2 for methanol (Fig. 3).

The low number of BNBs in methanol can be explained by
its low gas solubility relative to water, and this argument can
also be used to explain the extremely low number of BNBs in
the case of formamide (Fig. 3). Formamide has the same oxygen
solubility as pure water (~1.3 mM;*® data for N, are not
available) which means that the gas oversaturation is extremely
low and, hence, the lack of gas release to form BNBs in the
mixture.

In the case of DMSO the O, solubility is 0.33 mM, an order of
magnitude lower than in water.”® Nonetheless, there is consider-
able gas oversaturation in the mixture (albeit less than in the case
of methanol, ethanol, propanol and acetone) which acts as the
driving force behind the generation of BNBs. The solubility relative
to water, therefore, is clearly one of the determining factors behind
the nucleation of BNBs, but on its own does not fully explain why
DMSO produces the highest BNB concentration amongst all the
solvents considered here (Fig. 3). Consequently, the chemical
structure of DMSO must also play an important direct or indirect
role in stabilising the BNBs formed and, hence, influencing their
number density. In the case of methanol, ethanol, propanol and
acetone, the molecules of these solvents adsorb on the nanobubble
interfaces and provide stability to the BNBs.>'® In the case of
DMSO, it seems that the chemical structure of this solvent plays an
even more important role in stabilising BNBs which seems to more
than compensate for its comparatively low relative gas solubility.
The exact mechanism by which this stabilising effect takes place in
the case of DMSO is not a priori clear, however, and necessitates
further study which is beyond the scope of this paper.

3.3.4 What is the stabilising mechanism of BNBs in aqueous
organic solvent solutions? The zeta potential is a widely used
measure of the magnitude of the surface charge of small

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2020
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dispersed entities, and the values measured for the BNB suspensions
formed in the solvent-water mixtures are presented in Fig. 10. The
zeta potential decreases sharply in magnitude with increasing mole
fraction of solvent from a maximum value of —28 mV as previously
reported for BNBs in pure water'” to about —0.31 mV for methanol,
—0.27 mV for ethanol, —0.27 mV for propanol, —2.61 mV for DMSO
and —0.67 mV for formamide at the maximum mole fraction of
0.9 used, and —6.60 mV at the maximum mole fraction of 0.3 of
acetone used.

The stability of BNBs in pure water is attributed to the
presence of a significant charge afforded by the adsorption of
hydroxyl ions on the interface. Although hydroxyl ions are
present in water because of self-ionization, this is not the case
in pure organic solvents which do not autoionize and, therefore,
BNBs cannot exist in concentrated aqueous organic solvent
solutions. Because of preferential adsorption of organic solvent
molecules at the nanobubble interfaces, the surface charge of
the nanobubbles decreases with solvent content, but the strong
hydrogen bonding near their interfaces ensures their stability."®
The observed reduction in zeta potential can, therefore, be
explained by the increased adsorption of solvent molecules on
the nanobubble interfaces.

Further evidence comes from the solvent evaporation experiment
discussed above. After complete separation of the volatile solvents
(methanol, ethanol, propanol, acetone) in the rotary evaporator, the
zeta potential of BNBs in the remaining solvent-free water rose
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to about —26.5 mV which is approximately the same as for
nanobubbles produced in pure water (—28.0 mV). This result
confirms that the molecules of these solvents do adsorb on the
nanobubble interfaces and provide long-term stability to the
BNBs.>'® For the solvents which produced stable nanobubbles,
we monitored the BNB suspensions with the maximum bubble
number density in 20 mL air-tight glass vials at room temperature.
After a period of three months, the bubble number density and the
bubble size distribution were unchanged within experimental
error (+ 1 to 5% depending on the solvent and its concentration).

4. Conclusions

The spontaneous formation of BNB suspensions and their
stability in various aqueous organic solvent solutions have been
studied. Multiple evidence has been provided which shows that
the nano-entities formed by water-solvent mixing cannot be
attributed to solvent nanodroplets, impurities or contamination
and must therefore be gas-filled. Such BNBs enjoy long-term
stability on the scale of months. The bubble number density
increases sharply with solvent content, reaching a maximum at
an intermediate solvent concentration depending on the type of
solvent. This behaviour is attributed to gas oversaturation of
water which is expected to be maximum at such mole fractions
of solvent. Beyond this maximum, the bubble number density
falls off sharply with no nanobubbles forming when the solvent
content exceeds a certain mole fraction depending on the type
of solvent. A pure organic solvent acts as a gas sink removing
any excess gas from the solution and thus does not form
nanobubbles. In an aqueous solvent solution, the gas solubility
of the solvent relative to water is a determining factor in the
number of BNBs formed. A solvent such as formamide with a
gas solubility similar to that of water, i.e. approximately zero
relative gas solubility, produces a negligible amount of BNBs.
The stabilising effect afforded directly or indirectly to BNBs by
the molecular structure of the solvent is another crucial factor in
their formation and persistence. For solvents with a similar
molecular structure (methanol, ethanol, propanol, acetone), a
higher relative gas solubility leads to a maximum bubble number
density at lower mole fractions. A solvent such as DMSO, whilst
having a comparatively low relative gas solubility, produces con-
siderably more BNBs.
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