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Dendrimicelles with pH-controlled aggregation
number of core-dendrimers and stability†

Junyou Wang, ab Liu Lei,a Ilja K. Voets, c Martien A. Cohen Stuart a and
Aldrik H. Velders *b

We present a simple way to build up well-controlled coacervate-

core dendrimicelles by assembly of anionic PAMAM dendrimers

with a cationic-neutral diblock copolymer. Upon increasing pH,

the formation of micellar structures shows constant size but the

number of dendrimer molecules incorporated in one micelle

decreases, following the charge stoichiometry formation rules;

concomitantly, the salt stability increases. This study shows the

straightforward tuning of macromolecular core-units and related

micelle properties.

Complex coacervate core micelles (C3Ms) are nano-structures
formed through electrostatic interaction between a polyion-neutral
diblock copolymer and oppositely charged polyelectrolytes.1

This relatively new category of micelles is also known as:
polyion complex micelles (PIC micelles), block ionomer com-
plexes (BICs) or polyelectrolyte complexes (PECs).2–4 In contrast
to classical micelles assembled from amphiphilic molecules,
which are driven by hydrophobic attractions, and featuring a
dense, solvent-free core filled completely by hydrophobic moi-
eties, C3Ms are often dynamic structures. This is because the
core of C3Ms consists of fluid-like coacervate complex con-
taining a significant amount of water, and the final structure
depends on many factors, such as pH, ionic strength, nature of
charged groups, and polymer length.5–9 Obviously, these tun-
abilities make the C3Ms attractive candidates for designing
responsive soft materials.10,11 The co-assembly of the oppo-
sitely charged components leads to an optimal micellization
around charge stoichiometry, where equal number of positive

and negative charges are incorporated in the micelle.12,13 This
typical property offers interesting possibilities to control the
aggregation number of the molecules in the micelle, e.g. one
component can act as a template, and the requirement of
charge stoichiometry then serves to adjust the aggregation
number of the other component. The charge stoichiometry
principle has been widely applied for guiding preparation of
C3Ms, but not used as a control factor for tuning the properties,
e.g., the aggregation number of the C3Ms.

Dendrimers represent a special class of polyelectrolyte
macromolecules with a highly symmetric branched structure,
explored in materials science and particularly biomedical
applications.14–16 Unfortunately, the use of free dendrimer is
strongly precluded by the constrained size and surface
properties.17–20 Developing supramolecular structures invol-
ving dendrimers, in particular core–shell ‘dendrimicelles’ with
delicate control of size, shape, structure and function elimi-
nates this problem.21–24 More recently, we showed in a sys-
tematic study how 10 different generations of anionic PAMAM
dendrimers interact with cationic-neutral block-copolymers.
Interestingly, micelles were formed with the same size, contain-
ing a decreasing number of dendrimers upon increase of the
generation number.25 Controlling and tuning dendrimer num-
bers in C3Ms is important for potential applications, e.g. in
material or medicinal settings, when the dendrimers can be
loaded with functional cargoes in their cavities.

As the surface charge of dendrimers typically shows strong
pH dependency, together with the charge stoichiometry rules for
polyelectrolytes co-assembly, we now hypothesized the aggrega-
tion number of dendrimers in dendrimicelles, for a specific
generation of PAMAM, could be tuned by changing the surface
charge of the dendrimer. Here we demonstrate a simple strategy
that allows to construct dendrimicelles with constant size, but pH-
tunable dendrimer encapsulation and salt stability, Scheme 1.
Present strategy holds potential for developing smart materials
that allow multiple responses and controlled releases.

We selected polyamidoamine (PAMAM) dendrimers as well
defined pH-sensitive micelle core moiety in our study since they

a State-Key Laboratory of Chemical Engineering and Shanghai Key Laboratory of

Multiphase Materials Chemical Engineering, East China University of Science and

Technology, Shanghai 200237, People’s Republic of China
b Laboratory of BioNanoTechnology, Wageningen University, Bornse Weilanden,

Wageningen, The Netherlands. E-mail: aldrik.velders@wur.nl
c Laboratory of Macromolecular and Organic Chemistry, Department of Chemistry

and Chemical Engineering, and Institute for Complex Molecular Systems,

Eindhoven University of Technology, The Netherlands

† Electronic supplementary information (ESI) available. See DOI: 10.1039/
d0sm00458h

Received 16th March 2020,
Accepted 16th August 2020

DOI: 10.1039/d0sm00458h

rsc.li/soft-matter-journal

Soft Matter

COMMUNICATION

O
pe

n 
A

cc
es

s 
A

rt
ic

le
. P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
 1

7 
A

ug
us

t 2
02

0.
 D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
on

 7
/1

5/
20

25
 3

:1
7:

12
 A

M
. 

 T
hi

s 
ar

tic
le

 is
 li

ce
ns

ed
 u

nd
er

 a
 C

re
at

iv
e 

C
om

m
on

s 
A

ttr
ib

ut
io

n 
3.

0 
U

np
or

te
d 

L
ic

en
ce

.

View Article Online
View Journal  | View Issue

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-4693-850X
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-3543-4821
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-6880-7861
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-6925-854X
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1039/d0sm00458h&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2020-08-24
http://rsc.li/soft-matter-journal
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d0sm00458h
https://pubs.rsc.org/en/journals/journal/SM
https://pubs.rsc.org/en/journals/journal/SM?issueid=SM016034


7894 | Soft Matter, 2020, 16, 7893--7897 This journal is©The Royal Society of Chemistry 2020

are water soluble, commercially available and have proven their
efficacy in a variety of applications.26,27 Third generation (G3),
carboxylate-terminated PAMAM dendrimers (also referred to as
generation G2.5, as the synthesis lacks the final amidation
step), carrying 32 –COONa groups,28 have a pH-dependent
charge density due to protonation of the surface carboxylate
ions (Scheme 1a). The diblock copolymer, P2MVP128-b-PEO477,
contains quaternized pyridine groups on the charged
block, giving a positive charge density independent of pH
(Scheme 1b). Hence, via the degree of protonation of PAMAM
the co-assembly of the charged blocks becomes dependent on
pH. Typically, the association of cationic and anionic homo-
polymers results in a macroscopic phase separation, with the
denser phase being the coacervate phase, as has been shown,
e.g., in our previous studies.5,29 A micellar structure forms when
a neutral block such as PEO is introduced into at least one of
the charged blocks; since PEO does not participate in the phase
separation, it can stop the continuous phase separation and
restrict the coacervate complexes to sizes in the colloidal range.
Indeed, addition of P2MVP homopolymer to a dendrimer
solution induces a dramatic increase in light scattering inten-
sity due to formation of droplets of varying size, indicating
that macroscopic phase separation happens in solution. Addi-
tion of PEO homopolymer has no effect, while the addition of
P2MVP128-b-PEO477 diblock copolymer to dendrimer solution
leads to well-defined micelles, as confirmed by light and X-ray
scattering data as discussed below. These observations suggest
that micelle formation is indeed driven by the charged blocks
and size-controlled by the neutral block (Scheme 1c). We call
this micelle G3-C3Ms.

In order to verify the micellization is controlled by pH, we
titrated the diblock copolymer into dendrimer solutions at
different values of fixed pH, from 6 to 11. The dendrimer

solution used was a 1 mL 0.025 mM one, corresponding to a
surface group concentration of 0.8 mM. The variations of the
light scattering intensity and hydrodynamic radius were
recorded as a function of the amount of positive charge added
into the dendrimer solution. No aggregation was found at pH 6,
with hardly any change in light scattering intensity over the
entire composition titration range (Fig. 1a). Previous studies
have found that complexation between dendrimer and cationic
polymers only happens when the charge density of dendrimer
exceeds a critical value.30,31 The protonation degree of carbox-
ylate groups on the dendrimer surface is modulated by pH,32

and apparently at pH 6 mainly (protonated) carboxylic acid
groups are present and charge density is not high enough to
form coacervate complexes.13,25 In addition, at this relatively
low pH also the fraction of non-quaternized pyridines of the
diblock copolymer can be protonated, interfering with the
coacervation process of the dendrimers and diblock copolymer.
At pH 7, the light scattering intensity has a peak at about
0.3 mmol diblock copolymer charge, suggesting formation of
some sort of aggregates. Titrations at pH 8 to 11 give similar
profiles; the titration curve at pH 10 is plotted in Fig. 1a as a
representative example (for other pH values, see ESI,† Fig. S1).
The intensity increases with increasing amount of positive
charge and reaches a maximum around 0.81 mmol, which
equals the amount of carboxylate groups in the dendrimer
solution (0.8 mmol). This observation confirms that the carbox-
ylate groups on the dendrimer surface are completely deproto-
nated at pH 10, which is consistent with previous reports.31 The
intensity maximum corresponds to the preferred micelle com-
position, PMC,12 (the first peak in titration curve) where the
charge stoichiometry is satisfied so that the negative charges
of the dendrimer are compensated completely by the positive

Scheme 1 (a and b) Structure of PAMAM-G3 dendrimer and P2MVP128-b-
PEO477 diblock copolymer. (c) Formation of micelles from dendrimer and
diblock copolymer; depending on the pH used during the assembly,
different aggregation numbers for the dendrimers in the dendrimicelles
are obtained.

Fig. 1 (a) Light scattering titration of dendrimer G3 with P2MVP128-b-
PEO477 diblock copolymer at pH 6, 7, and 10, the intensity is plotted as a
function of positive charge of diblock copolymer added to a 1 mL 0.8 mM
dendrimer solution, corresponding to 0.8 mmol of surface groups. Titration
curves at pH 8, 9, and 11 are similar with that of pH 10, see ESI.† (b) Size and
size distribution of the formed micelles at different pH. (c) Added amount
of positive charge of diblock copolymer at PMC point at different pH.
(d) SAXS profiles of G3-C3Ms at different pH.
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charges from the diblock copolymer. Micelles directly prepared
by mixing dendrimer and diblock copolymer in the ratio
corresponding to the optimum charge stoichiometry, provided
light scattering data with similar intensity and particle size,
corroborating thermodynamic control of the micelle formation.

Aggregates formed at pH 7 are about 75 nm in size, with a
rather wide distribution around the mean (Fig. 1b). At pH 8–11
micelles are formed, with radii around 24 nm, and narrower
size distributions. This is comparable to the size of C3Ms
obtained with linear polyelectrolytes.33,34 The bigger size but
low scattering intensity at pH 7 suggests that the aggregates
may not be well-defined C3Ms, but rather floppy structures
without clear core–shell structure, likely due to insufficient
driving force. The PMC peak positions (Fig. 1c) demonstrate
the required amount of positive charge to achieve the PMC. We
see that these values increase upon going from pH 7 to pH 10,
and stay constant upon further increase of pH to 11, confirming
that the dendrimer indeed is already fully charged, i.e. depro-
tonated, at pH 10. Angular dependence and electrophoretic
mobility results (Fig. S2, ESI†) indicate the formed micelles at
different pH are spherical nanoparticles with neutral surface.
Small-angle X-ray scattering profiles taken at the PMC (Fig. 1d)
confirm that C3Ms are well-defined spherical core–shell struc-
tures for pH 8 to 10, but not for pH 7, consistent with the
occurrence of irregular structures at this pH. By fitting the
scattering curves for pH 8 to 10 with a polydisperse core–shell
model, we find a core radius around 11 nm and a shell
thickness of about 13 nm (Fig. S3 and Table S2, ESI†). Adding
more diblock copolymers into the dendrimer solution, beyond
the PMC, results in a second peak in both the intensity and
radius (Fig. 1a), which we ascribe to a shape transition from
spherical to elongated (worm-like) structures, as was established
by analyzing the angle-dependent and depolarized light scattering
data in a previous study.32 A similar shape transition was also
found in titrations of different linear polyelectrolytes.35–37

The molar mass of micelles, Mmicelle, and the aggregation
number Ndendrimer, and Npolymer of dendrimer and polymer,
respectively, are obtained from partial Zimm analysis and
plotted as a function of pH in Fig. 2 (see also Fig. S4, S5 and
Table S3, ESI†). The floppy aggregates at pH 7 show a bigger
molar mass, with more dendrimer and diblock copolymer
incorporated in the structure. From pH 8 to pH 10, the
aggregates (‘dendrimicelles’) show a constant number of
diblock copolymers about 17 � 1, but a decreasing number
of dendrimers, from 82 to 60, which fits well with the decrease
of the molar mass of G3-C3Ms. The micelles at pH 11 have
similar molar mass and aggregation numbers as micelles at
pH 10; the surface groups of dendrimer are obviously completely
deprotonated already at pH 10.

Apparently, independently of pH at which the dendrimi-
celles were prepared, the G3-C3Ms maintain a constant number
of diblock copolymer, but host a variable number of dendri-
mers in the core at different pH. This result can be explained in
terms of forces that control micellization of surfactants and
amphiphilic copolymers. The size of a stable micelle is con-
trolled by a balance between two forces: the interfacial tension

of the (complex) core (which depends on the chemical compo-
sition of the core, and the ionic strength), and the osmotic
pressure between the corona chains (that essentially depends
on length of the neutral (PEO) blocks). Hence, these two forces
do not depend on dendrimer generation or pH, so micellar size,
and the number of diblock copolymers are (roughly) constant.
The diblock copolymers build up a kind of cage with fixed
number of polymers and, as consequence, fixed overall cationic
charges.

To fill the cage and neutralize all the charges, we either need
many dendrimers with relatively few surface charges (lower
pH), or few dendrimers with many surface charges (high pH).
This is equivalent to the condition, n+ = n�, or NpZp = NdZd,
where Np and Nd are the numbers of cationic block and
dendrimer per micelle, and Zp and Zd are the charge numbers
per molecule, respectively. Similar results were found in our
previous study on PAMAM dendrimer-based C3Ms, in which
the dendrimer aggregation number was manipulated by den-
drimer generation used, at constant number of diblock
copolymers.32 For the micelles prepared at the different pH
values 11, 10, 9 and 8, the net dendrimer negative charge, Zd, is
32, 32, 28 and 25, respectively. Clearly, the pH dependent
deprotonation degree is not following the same trend as of
single carboxylic acids; the close proximity of many carboxylate
groups increase the pKa of neighbouring carboxylic acid groups.
Although the overall change in Zd of the dendrimers is sig-
nificant, it is not enough in this system to allow for a subtle pH-
responsive micelle rupture; something we could achieve more
readily with supramolecular and redox-responsive micelle-core
systems.38,39

Since G3-C3Ms at lower pH incorporate more dendrimers in
the core than micelles at higher pH, one might initially expect a
bigger micellar size at low pH, which however seems not to be
the case judging the light scattering data (Fig. 1b). Estimating
the number of dendrimers, and hence total dendrimer volume,
increases by about 30%, from 60 at pH 10 to 82 at pH 8, the core
size of the micelles can vary only by a factor of (82/60)1/3 = 1.1,
so by about 10% in radius. Such a slight change is possibly not

Fig. 2 Micellar mass, Mmicelle and numbers of dendrimer and diblock
copolymer incorporated in one micelle (aggregation number, N) as a
function of pH. Note that samples are prepared separately under fixed
pH. Calculation details and original numbers are shown in ESI.†
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well detected in our experiments. Another possibility is that the
core size does not change while the core density increases with
increasing dendrimer number, implying less water in the core.
Again, this change cannot be large either, as the coacervate
complexes in the micellar core contain more than 60% of water
(polymer density is relatively low) so a small decrease in water
content may not be picked up.5 Evidently, the noticeable
change in dendrimer number does not have important con-
sequences for either core size or core density.

It is well known that micelles from polyelectrolytes are
sensitive to ionic strength and fall apart completely above a
critical salt concentration, Cs,cr.

40–42 In Fig. 3 the Cs,cr of
dendrimicelles is plotted, obtained from salt titrations (ESI,†
Fig. S6 and Table S5). Clearly, the stability increases from
75 mM to 200 mM upon increasing pH from 7 to 10 or 11.
The high salt stability at high pH relates to the stronger driving
force due to the fact that more negative charges per dendrimer
are involved in the micellization. The CSC of 200 mM at high
pH is similar to the CSC found for the G3 in the previous
study.25 Interestingly, at pH 7 here, the G3 dendrimer has about
a negative charge of 25, which is still higher than the charge
of a G2 PAMAM (16), but the CSC of the G2 was found to be
160 mM.25 This might hint towards the importance of charge
density, rather than just charge alone.

In conclusion, we have shown interesting aspects of micelles
formed by the electrostatic interaction between the anionic
PAMAM dendrimer and a cationic-neutral diblock copolymer.
The spherical micelles are core–shell structures with a core size
around 11 nm and shell thickness of about 13 nm. The micellar
size and number of diblock copolymer incorporated in one
micelle is constant, but the dendrimer number and the stability
against salt can be tuned by changing pH. These fascinating
properties are related to the tunable electrostatic driving force
and the co-assembly of two polyelectrolytes, which cannot be
achieved in the assembly of single amphiphilic macromolecules.
Our findings increase options for polyelectrolyte self-assembly,
particularly with non-linear and nano-scaled structures such as
dendrimers. The control and tunability of dendrimicelles also
allows for building up multi-functional supra-micelles, e.g., by
controlled packing of dendrimers with different cargo on, or
inside dendrimers,43–45 for delivery and release applications, or

for formation of 2d superstructures.46–48 Variations in dendrimer
type, generation and block-copolymer will provide a plethora of
permutations to explore and exploit. To create better controlled
micelle structures, and to fine tune the responsiveness of micelles
to triggers such as temperature, pH, salt, light.
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