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Paper-based microfluidic solution sampling is a viable option for potentiometric sensors to be used for

the determination of analytes in samples with high solid-to-liquid ratios. Unfortunately, heavy metal sensi-

tive electrodes cannot be easily integrated with paper-based solution sampling as heavy metals have

strong physicochemical adsorption affinity towards paper substrates. In this work, paper substrates were

modified with an ion-selective membrane (ISM) cocktail (used for the preparation of Pb2+-ion-selective

electrodes (ISEs)) and coupled with model heavy metal Pb2+-ISEs. It was found that the super-Nernstian

response of Pb2+-ISEs was eliminated when 10 to 50 mg ml−1 of the ISM cocktail was used for the modifi-

cation of paper substrates. The modification of the paper substrates by Pb2+-ISM allowed the elimination

of adsorption sites. In addition, it resulted in an improvement of sensor performance in terms of their

detection limits to be similar to those for conditioned electrodes in standard beaker-based measure-

ments. It is believed that the elimination of super-Nernstian response of the electrodes and improving the

potentiometric responses and detection limits of ISEs were attributed to the compatibility improvement

of the paper substrates and Pb2+-ISEs to the same type of ISM.

Introduction

Potentiometric ion-selective electrodes (ISEs) equipped with poly-
meric membranes are widely used to measure a variety of ions in
clinical and environmental samples.1–4 Their low cost, versatility,
and low power consumption make them more desirable in afford-
able analytical solutions compared to other standard analytical tech-
niques such as atomic absorption, cold vapour atomic fluorescence,
and inductively coupled plasma (mass or optical discrimination).5–9

Recently, the applications of ISEs have been enhanced by the con-
version of electric potential in an ISE into other optical10,11 or
electrochemical12,13 signals to improve sensitivity.14

The use of microfluidic paper-based substrates for solution
sampling rather than the traditional beaker-based measure-

ments adds advantages to the analytical protocol of specific
sample types, e.g. it requires only a small sample volume and
allows analysis of samples consisting of high solid-to-liquid
ratios.15–20 However, the use of paper-based microfluidic solu-
tion sampling coupled with potentiometric sensors poses
some challenges when the target analytes are heavy
metals.21,22 The interactions of heavy metal ions with nega-
tively charged groups commonly present in cellulose cause a
deviation from the usual Nernstian response of the ISEs.23 For
example, in the case of Pb2+-ISEs, the thermodynamically
expected Nernstian response ought to be 29.6 mV dec−1. Even
though a deviation of about ±2 mV is acceptable due to
unideal measuring conditions, Pb2+-ISEs coupled with unmo-
dified paper-based substrates show inconsistent slopes along
the calibration curve which also are considerably higher and
are thus termed “super-Nernstian”. This effect is particularly
observed between 10−3.1 and 10−4.0 mol dm−3 Pb(NO3)2.

23 This
observation provides a simple way to determine the efficacy of
a paper substrate modification aimed at controlling the
physicochemical interactions of heavy metal ions with paper;
the linearity of the calibration curve obtained from an elec-
trode coupled with a modified paper substrate, ideally in a
wide concentration range, allows it to be used conveniently for
analysis of samples with unknown concentrations. Several
modifications to the paper-based substrates have been

†Electronic supplementary information (ESI) available. See DOI: https://doi.org/
10.1039/d2an01108e

aInterdisciplinary Graduate Programme, Nanyang Technological University, 61

Nanyang Drive, Academic Block North, Singapore 637335, Singapore
bNanyang Environment and Water Research Institute, Residues and Resource

Reclamation Center, 1 Cleantech Loop, Cleantech, Singapore, 637141, Singapore.

E-mail: g.lisak@ntu.edu.sg
cCollege of Engineering, School of Civil and Environmental Engineering, Nanyang

Technological University, 50 Nanyang Avenue, Singapore, 639798, Singapore
dSchool of Automation, Nanjing University of Information Science and Technology,

Nanjing 210044, China

4500 | Analyst, 2022, 147, 4500–4509 This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2022

Pu
bl

is
he

d 
on

 1
7 

A
ug

us
t 2

02
2.

 D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

on
 7

/3
0/

20
25

 9
:4

7:
00

 P
M

. 

View Article Online
View Journal  | View Issue

http://rsc.li/analyst
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-7465-7409
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-1662-0709
https://doi.org/10.1039/d2an01108e
https://doi.org/10.1039/d2an01108e
https://doi.org/10.1039/d2an01108e
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1039/d2an01108e&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-10-03
https://doi.org/10.1039/d2an01108e
https://pubs.rsc.org/en/journals/journal/AN
https://pubs.rsc.org/en/journals/journal/AN?issueid=AN147020


explored for the purpose of eliminating or controlling the
super-Nernstian response of ISEs. These include the modifi-
cation of paper with inorganic salts,24 acid treatment,25 or
creating a physical barrier on the paper substrates (sputtered
metal).26 These techniques either deplete the active sites on
the paper substrates or prevent the heavy metal ions from
reaching active sites.

The ion-selective membrane (ISM) in an ISE is a vital part
that enables the electrode to identify and quantify the target
ions in the samples. An ISM typically consists of an iono-
phore,1 an ionic additive,27 a plasticizer,28 and a polymer
matrix.29 Typically, organic lipophilic substances which can
selectively bind to the target ion are used as ionophores and
these constitute about 0.5–2% of the dry mass of membrane
components. The bulk of the dry mass is usually composed of
the polymer matrix mixed with the plasticizer. Such a matrix
adds elasticity to the membrane, provides more homogeneous
redistribution of the membrane components and enhances
ion transport within an ISM.30 The ionic additives further
enhance the ISE’s Nernstian behaviour.27 When the ISE is in
contact with the sample solution, the target ions will reach an
electrochemical equilibrium at the sample|ISM interface. The
potential established at this interface theoretically is pro-
portional to the activity of the ion in the solution, providing a
base for an analytical determination of an analyte in the
sample with an unknown concentration of the primary ion.31

Modifying paper substrates with the ISM components could
possibly change the sample|ISM interface and alter/improve
the potentiometric response of the electrode eliminating the
super-Nernstian behaviour of ISEs that is observed when heavy
metal sensitive ISEs are coupled with unmodified paper sub-
strates. This study investigates the effect of modifying paper
substrates with different combinations of ISE’s membrane
components and using them for the solution sampling
purpose coupled with Pb2+-ISEs. A favorable combination of
membrane components for paper substrate modification was
identified.

Experimental
Preparation of ion-selective electrodes and microfluidic paper-
based solution sampling substrates

All information about chemicals, materials and electrodes is
provided in the ESI (section 1.1).† Glassy carbon (GC) electro-
des were polished on a soft mesh using 0.3 μm alumina slurry
and subjected to rinsing with ultra-pure water.
Electropolymerization on GC was performed by applying a con-
stant current of 0.014 mA (0.2 mA cm−2) for 714 s (ref. 32) in a
three-electrode cell using a Gamry interface 1000 potentiostat
(Gamry, USA). The electropolymerization solution consisted of
0.01 M EDOT and 0.1 M NaPSS. A platinum mesh was used as
the counter electrode and Ag/AgCl (3 M KCl) served as the
reference electrode. Afterwards, electrodes were rinsed with
ultra-pure water and left to dry overnight at room temperature
(23 ± 2 °C). A Pb2+ selective membrane cocktail was prepared

by mixing 1% lead ionophore IV, 0.5% KTClPB, 65.2% o-NPOE
and 33.3% PVC (with a total dry mass of 100 mg) in 2 ml of
THF and stirred until complete dissolution for 2 h. For the
membrane drop-casting, three portions of 20 μL of membrane
cocktail were cast on top of the GC/PEDOT electrode with a
1 hour interval between doses. After the final dose, the electro-
des were left overnight at room temperature for evaporation of
the residual solvent and transferred to 10−3 M Pb(NO3)2 for
24 h of conditioning. The same conditioning solution was
used for storage of electrodes in between measurements.

Preparation of paper substrates was carried out by first
soaking the filter paper in ultra-pure water for 30 min with
gentle stirring followed by oven drying at 70 °C for 30 min.
Paper substrates were then cut into 2 × 2 cm2 pieces.
Unmodified paper substrates were referred to as PS0. Modified
paper substrates were obtained by soaking the washed and
dried pieces of paper substrates in the respective solutions for
30 min with gentle stirring followed by drying at room temp-
erature overnight (Table S1 in the ESI†).

Furthermore, different dilutions of PS6.0 were also studied,
and the paper substrates were named PS6.1, PS6.2, PS6.3,
PS6.4, PS6.5, and PS6.6, with membrane cocktail concen-
trations of 35, 25, 10, 5, 1, and 0.1 mg of total dry mass in 1 ml
of THF, respectively. For ease of reference, it is to be noted that
50 mg ml−1 is the standard concentration of ISM used for the
preparation of Pb2+-ISEs in this work.

Potentiometric measurements with Pb2+-ISEs

Potentiometric measurements were carried out using an
EMF16 Interface potentiometer, Lawson Labs Inc. For both
beaker-based and paper-based measurements, the response of
Pb2+-ISEs in lead(II) nitrate solutions ranging from 10−7.0 to
10−1.4 M in ion activity was logged in ascending order of
primary ion activity. The Debye–Hückel approximation was
used for the calculation of activity coefficients.33 Ag/AgCl (3 M
KCl) was used as the reference electrode. For each indicator
electrode, the EMF was logged for 60 s with a data acquisition
interval of 1.3 s. Three consecutive measurements were taken
at each ion activity for each electrode to calculate uncertainty
in the form of standard deviation (n = 3). The response time of
electrodes was determined by identifying the times at which
the EMF reading of ISEs became stable (n = 3). Standard devi-
ations in figures and text indicate measurement-to-measure-
ment repeatability for an electrode unless stated otherwise.

Traditional beaker-based measurements were performed
first to identify the electrodes which showed Nernstian
response of Pb2+-ISEs, i.e., a slope of 29.6 ± 2 mV dec−1. Those
electrodes were then paired with paper-based microfluidic
solution sampling substrates which had been previously pre-
pared. The standard or sample solutions were pipetted onto
the paper substrates according to the maximum holding
capacity of the substrates. Then the indicator and reference
electrodes supported onto a laboratory stand were placed on
top of the paper substrates. Initially, the potentiometric
responses with paper substrates modified with different com-
binations of membrane components were studied followed by
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the response with paper substrates modified with different
concentrations of ISM. The detailed information about the
experiments based on modified measurement conditions is
provided in the ESI (section 1.3).†

The selectivity coefficients for Pb2+ over eight interfering
ions were obtained using the separate solution method
(SSM).34 The ion sequence was estimated from the literature
available on the selectivity of lead ionophore IV35,36 and con-
firmed using beaker-based measurements prior to measure-
ments with paper-based substrates. The slopes of Pb2+-ISEs
between 10−3.06 and 10−2.17 M Pb2+ were ensured to be close to
Nernstian (namely, for Pb2+-ISEs in beaker based measure-
ments: 28.3 ± 0.2 and for Pb2+-ISEs coupled with PS6.0: 27.5 ±
1.8) and used for calculation of selectivity along with poten-
tials recorded in solutions of interfering ions. The uncertainty
of selectivity coefficients was calculated by recording the EMF
generated with three electrodes (n = 3).

Characterization of modified paper substrates was also
done, and the detailed information is provided in the ESI
(section 1.4).† Different environmental samples, including
chemical spill, cultivation soil, wetland, and biowaste samples
subjected to Toxicity Characteristic Leaching Procedure (TCLP)
metal leaching procedure,37 were used to validate the sensor
performance. The detailed information about the samples and
the determination of Pb2+ is provided in the ESI (section 1.5).†

Results and discussion
Paper-based microfluidic solution sampling using ISM-
component modified paper substrates coupled with Pb2+-ISEs

Several physical and chemical modifications of paper-based
substrates have been investigated previously to diminish or
control the super-Nernstian responses which occur during the
detection of heavy metals with cellulose-based paper sub-
strates coupled with potentiometric sensors. For example, pre-
treatment of the paper substrates with an inorganic salt of the
respective primary cation was found to be effective for the
detection of Pb2+ and Cd2+ ions.24 For Pb2+-ISEs, using filter
paper treated with 10−3 M Pb(NO3)2 and then drying prior to
solution sampling resulted in a Nernstian response in the
range of 10−5.0 to 10−2.17 M Pb(NO3)2. Acidification of paper
substrates25 and sputtering both sides of paper substrates with
metal26 were also found to be effective for Pb2+ ion detection.
In the case of paper acidification,25 the optimum potentio-
metric response was obtained when Pb2+-ISEs were coupled
with paper substrates (containing the sample solution) at a pH
range of 3 to 4. A linear response could be obtained in the
range of 10−5.0 to 10−2.17 M Pb(NO3)2 with a lower detection
limit of 10−5 M Pb2+. The potentiometric response obtained
with metal modified paper substrates26 was found to be depen-
dent on the thickness and type of the metal used, and the
optimum response was obtained with paper substrates coated
with gold of 38 nm thickness on both sides. It showed a linear
response of 31.3 ± 1.4 mV dec−1 in the range of 10−5.0 to 10−2.2

M Pb(NO3)2. One of the disadvantages of these methodologies

is that the pretreatment of paper substrates requires additional
chemicals apart from the ones used in the preparation of the
ISE. Moreover, the physicochemical nature of the ISM|modi-
fied paper substrate interface is vastly changing depending on
the modification of the paper substrate applied. This in turn
may introduce additional interferences to the potential for-
mation at the ISM, simply originating from the proximity of
the ISM to the modified paper substrates. The use of the ISM
components which are already used in the ISM preparation
can simplify the preparation protocol of the modified paper
substrates by requiring less chemicals to be used but also sim-
plify the ISM|modified paper substrate interface by being
more compatible with the one of ISM. Thus, the modifications
of paper substrates with ISM components were studied with
the objective of controlling the super-Nernstian responses
which occur when Pb2+-ISEs are coupled with cellulose-based
paper substrates.

First, paper substrates were modified with single ISM com-
ponents as mentioned in Table S1.† As shown in Fig. 1, most
paper substrates showed a super-Nernstian response which
was observed between 10−3.06 and 10−4.02 M Pb2+, similar to
the response on unmodified paper substrates (PS0). In the
case of PS1.0 (PVC and THF) and PS2.0 (PVC, o-NPOE and
THF), even though the super-Nernstian jump was not observed
between 10−3.06 and 10−4.02 M, the initial slope of the Pb2+-
ISEs was sub-Nernstian between 10−3.06 and 10−2.17 M Pb
(NO3)2 (22.8 ± 1.8 mV dec−1 for PS1.0 and 20.0 ± 7.0 mV dec−1

for PS2.0), limiting the Nernstian response of the Pb2+-ISEs to
a very narrow activity range with a lower detection limit of
about 10−4.0 M Pb2+. PS3 (o-NPOE and THF) and PS5.0 (lead
ionophore IV and THF) had super-Nernstian jumps of 51.6 ±
4.7 mV dec−1 and 80.0 ± 8.0 mV dec−1 between 10−3.06 and
10−4.02 M Pb2+, respectively. PS4.0 (KTClPB and THF) see-
mingly showed high uncertainty at each ion activity which was

Fig. 1 Potentiometric response of Pb2+-ISEs coupled with ISM-com-
ponent modified paper substrates.
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found to be too high to be considered experimentally useful.
However, the increase of the initial Nernstian slope of PS2.0
(PVC, o-NPOE and THF) between 10−3.06 and 10−2.17 M Pb
(NO3)2 was obtained by additionally adding to the paper sub-
strate modifying solution other typical membrane com-
ponents, such as KTClPB and lead ionophore IV. In this case,
all ISM-component modified paper substrates PS6.0 (lead
ionophore IV, KTClPB, PVC, o-NPOE and THF) coupled with
Pb2+-ISEs resulted in a favourable potentiometric response
with a close to Nernstian linear slope of 34.9 ± 3.3 mV dec−1 in
the range of 10−5.0 to 10−2.17 M Pb(NO3)2, and the lower detec-
tion limit of 10−5.4 M Pb2+. This could be obtained since the
exact composition of the electrode’s ISM was used to modify
the paper substrate allowing to chemically simplify the paper
substrate|Pb2+-ISE interface, thus increasing the compatibility
of the paper substrate to the ISM of the Pb2+-ISEs.

Since PS6.0 performed the best out of the investigated
paper substrates, variations of PS6.0 were prepared by chan-
ging the concentration of the membrane cocktail components
in THF that were used for manufacturing the modified paper
substrates. This was performed in order to determine whether
the Nernstian response of the Pb2+-ISEs could be obtained
when coupled with paper substrates modified with membrane
cocktail concentrations lower than the usual concentration
used in the ISM preparation (50 mg ml−1 dry mass of ISM com-
ponents in THF). This could be beneficial for reducing the
amount of chemicals used for the modification of paper sub-
strates. According to Fig. 2, paper substrates 6.6 to 6.4 (0.1, 1,
and 5 mg ml−1 dry mass of ISM components in THF) showed
either super-Nernstian responses or random potential
responses which were not conducive to the potentiometric
determination of Pb2+ ions. This could be because the concen-
tration of ISM components on the paper substrates was not

sufficient to modify the surface and the bulk of the paper sub-
strates. A favorable potentiometric response could be obtained
for paper substrates 6.3 to 6.0 (10, 25, 35, and 50 mg ml−1 dry
mass of ISM components in THF). PS6.3 had a slope of 30.8 ±
1.7 mV dec−1 in the range of 10−4.0 to 10−2.2 M Pb(NO3)2 and
PS6.2 had a slope of 25.8 ± 0.5 mV dec−1 in the range of 10−6.0

to 10−2.2 M Pb(NO3)2. The slope for PS6.1 was 29.6 ± 1.3 mV
dec−1 between 10−4.0 and 10−2.2 M Pb(NO3)2, and for PS6.0 it
was 34.9 ± 3.3 mV dec−1 in the range of 10−5.0 to 10−2.2 M Pb
(NO3)2. Even though the lower detection limit varied between
10−6.0 and 10−4.0 M Pb(NO3)2, Nernstian responses of Pb2+-
ISEs could be observed for a sufficient concentration range
that would allow target analysis in specific sample types.

Effect of different measurement configurations on the
potential formation at the paper substrate|ISM interface

As shown in Fig. 3, PS6.0 was used in different potentiometric
measurement configurations to see the effect of different
measurement configurations on the potential formation at the
paper substrate|ISM interface. The same electrode was used
for all measurements to avoid challenges related to the repro-
ducibility of the measurements done by a set of different elec-
trodes. It could be observed that the potentiometric responses
of Pb2+-ISE were dependent on the measuring setup investi-
gated. It was reported previously that slopes of ISEs when used
with microfluidic paper-based sampling were in general
higher than for the same electrodes in beaker-based measure-
ments.23 Similarly here, the slope of the Pb2+-ISE for microflui-
dic paper-based solution sampling was 30.7 ± 0.7 mV dec−1 in
the range of 10−5.0 and 10−2.2 M in comparison with the same
electrode in beaker-based measurements with a slope of 27.2 ±
0.9 in the range of 10−5.0 and 10−2.17 M Pb2+. Interestingly,
when the same electrode was placed on the paper substrate
that was immersed in the solution, the potentiometric
response of the Pb2+-ISE was characterized with a higher than
Nernstian response of 35.8 ± 1.7 mV dec−1 in the range of
10−5.0 to 10−2.2 M Pb2+. This shows that the presence of a

Fig. 2 Potentiometric response of Pb2+-ISEs coupled with paper sub-
strates modified with different concentrations of Pb2+ membrane
cocktail.

Fig. 3 Potentiometric response of Pb2+-ISEs in different measurement
configurations when coupled with PS6.0.
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larger volume of solution around the electrode that is available
for the paper substrate does not necessarily improve the poten-
tiometric response of the electrode. The physicochemical state
of the paper substrate that is in direct contact with the ISM
during the microfluidic paper-based solution sampling drives
the potentiometric response of the Pb2+-ISE. This is valid
despite the general availability of the sample solution to the
electrode, which was vastly higher than the sorption capacity
of the paper substrates. Thus, in this case, a local equilibrium
between the ISM and the paper substrate was established
driven by the paper substrate’s physical and chemical inter-
actions with the sample solution and electrode. Finally, the
potentiometric measurements done on paper substrates that
were conditioned with primary ions resulted in the formation
of slopes comparable to that of beaker-based measurements
(25.9 ± 1.3 mV dec−1) but with a much higher detection limit
of 10−4.0 M Pb2+. In theory, a longer contact time for the
sample solution should lead to better absorption of the ions
on the paper substrate. However, experimentally, this has
resulted in a reduction in the linear range of the calibration
curve of Pb2+-ISE. This implies that additional conditioning
with the sample solution also does not improve the potentio-
metric response with PS6.0, as possible over-conditioning of
the paper was done which could result in possible desorption
of the ion (Pb2+) from the paper substrate to the sample solu-
tion when in contact with low concentrations of Pb2+. Similar
observations were made for other modifications of the paper
substrates.24

Since modification of the paper substrate with ISM
resembles common practice in the preparation of all-inte-
grated paper-based ISEs,15,38–40 the measurement configur-
ation of using PS6.0 with electrodes which only had PEDOT
(PSS) (without Pb2+-ISM) was also explored to see if the ISM on
the ISE could be disposed of to simplify the setup to the ones
reported for all-integrated paper-based ISEs.15,38–40 PS6.0 was
used in both unconditioned and conditioned (conditioned in
10−3 M Pb2+ solution for 24 hours, washed with water and
then dried) states. As shown in Fig. S2,† the electrode coupled
with unconditioned PS6.0 displayed a linear response of 27.2 ±
3.8 mV dec−1 in the range of 10−5 to 10−2.17 M Pb2+. For the
electrode coupled with conditioned PS6.0, a linear response of
14.0 ± 3.8 mV dec−1 was observed in the range of 10−4 to
10−2.17 M Pb2+. Thus it can be concluded that the conditioning
state of the ISM and PS6.0 plays an important role in potential
formation and stability at the PS6.0|PEDOT(PSS) based elec-
trode interface. The conditioned PS6.0 may be saturated with
salt within the available paper matrix and the ISM, affecting
the sample concentration and solution availability in the sub-
sequent solution sampling. It is believed that the ionic and
water conditions are different at the PS6.0|PEDOT(PSS) based
electrode interface for the two cases presented. Moreover, in
both cases, the EMF values had higher uncertainty in the
lower activity of Pb2+ (e.g. at 10−4 M Pb2+, for unconditioned
and conditioned PS6.0, the values were 7.6 and 12.9 mV,
respectively) than the ones reported for Pb2+-ISEs (3.8 mV).
Although the PEDOT(PSS) based electrode could potentially be

used when coupled with unconditioned PS6.0 for specific
measurement conditions, the overall sensitivity of the PEDOT
(PSS) based electrode to the conditioning state of the paper
substrate and higher uncertainties of potential response high-
light the importance of a well-conditioned ISM on the PEDOT
(PSS) based electrode for a good potentiometric performance
with PS6.0 towards Pb2+ detection.

Effect of conditioning the ISM modified paper substrates with
primary (Pb2+) and interfering ions on the potential formation
at the Pb2+-ISEs coupled with microfluidic paper-based solu-
tion sampling

The effect of conditioning the ISM modified paper substrates
with Pb(NO3)2 (primary ion) was studied to identify if it can
further improve the potentiometric performance of the Pb2+-
ISEs coupled with microfluidic paper-based solution sampling
(Fig. 4A). Fig. 4B further illustrates how the EMF varied at
different Pb2+ activities for Pb2+-ISEs coupled with ISM-com-
ponent modified paper substrates conditioned with different
activities of Pb2+. The potentiometric response was logged only
for a limited concentration range at which a super-Nernstian
response of Pb2+-ISEs could be usually observed. When consid-
ering the average slope of potentiometric response between
10−2.2 M and 10−4.0 M Pb2+, there was a gradual increase in the
slope for PS6.0 conditioned with 10−1.42 M to 10−6.00 M Pb2+

solutions. The slopes were 19.8 ± 0.7, 22.1 ± 2.2, 25.0 ± 1.5,
25.8 ± 2.3, 27.1 ± 2.5, and 28.3 ± 2.0 mV dec−1, for PS6.0
treated with 10−1.42, 10−2.17, 10−3.06, 10−4.02, 10−5.01, and
10−6.00 M Pb2+, respectively. In comparison, the slope of the
unconditioned PS 6.0 was 29.4 ± 1.1 mV dec−1. Also, the EMF
that was recorded during different Pb2+ activities for Pb2+-ISEs
was coupled with ISM component modified paper substrates
conditioned with different activities of Pb2+ (Fig. 4B). It shows
that the ISM-component modified paper substrates are chemi-
cally active in terms of their selective interactions with the
analyte (Pb2+). The higher the activity of Pb2+ used for con-
ditioning the paper substrates, the higher the absolute poten-
tial of the Pb2+-ISEs. This is especially valid for Pb2+-ISE
responses utilizing 10−1.42, 10−2.17, and 10−3.06 M Pb2+ solu-
tions, where the slopes of the potential increases were
obtained from all sensor responses at specific activities of
standard solutions, e.g. 2.4 ± 2.5 mV dec−1 (at 10−2.17 M Pb2+),
3.5 ± 3.0 mV dec−1 (at 10−3.06 M Pb2+), and 8.2 ± 1.7 mV dec−1

(at 10−4.02 M Pb2+). This shows that ISM is selective towards
Pb2+ and its conditioning state influences the Pb2+-ISEs
responses as different conditioned membrane phases are in
direct contact with each other (phase 1: ISM on a paper sub-
strate and phase 2: ISM of ISE). However, considering the per-
formance of the PS6.0 conditioned with different primary ion
concentrations in comparison with that of the unconditioned
PS6.0, the unconditioned PS6.0 was the best performing paper
substrate in terms of controlled potentiometric response,
having the best linearity (R2 = 0.9994) and having a lower
uncertainty (standard deviation in EMFs measured at each
Pb2+ activity).
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The effect of conditioning the ISM modified paper sub-
strates with Cd(NO3)2 (interfering ion) was also studied and
the results are shown in Fig. S3.† The Cd2+ ion was considered
as a model interfering ion in this study as cadmium is one of
the major interfering ions for Pb2+-ISEs based on lead iono-
phore IV with log KPb2+,Cd2+ = −3.8.35 It was found that con-
ditioning of PS6.0 with the interfering ion (Cd2+) did not influ-
ence (positively or negatively) the response of the Pb2+-ISEs
(having a selectivity coefficient favoring lead(II) over cadmium
(II)). It can then be expected that ISM in the structures of the
paper substrates maintains the selectivity of the lead iono-
phore IV-based ISM. The selectivity of the Pb2+-ISE was con-
firmed using the separate solution method (Table 1). The
selectivity coefficients obtained in solution were comparable to
or slightly higher than those obtained when Pb2+-ISEs were
used with PS6.0 as a sampling substrate. Naturally, the paper

matrix may produce additional ionic content, making the
selectivity coefficients biased and shifting the selectivity of the
Pb2+-ISEs to higher values when used with paper substrates.
What is important to note is that the most interfering ions,
namely Cu2+ and Cd2+, remain at low interference levels vali-
dating the performance of the Pb2+-ISM to be predominantly
Pb2+ selective.

Characterization of ISM-modified paper substrates

The best performing ISM-modified paper substrates were
characterized for their chemical and physical properties that
may be influencing the potentiometric response when coupled
with Pb2+-ISEs. For example, the liquid absorption capacity
gradually decreased from PS6.3 to PS6.0. Similarly, the
response time of the Pb2+-ISEs increased from PS6.3 to PS6.0
(Table 2) This can be explained by the fact that membrane
components occupy the available space in between and within
the cellulose fibres that ultimately limits the wicking ability of
the paper. Both liquid absorption capacity and ISE response
times assure that all paper modifications are viable for analyti-
cal measurements within small liquid volumes and the time of

Fig. 4 Potentiometric response of Pb2+-ISEs coupled with PS6.0 treated with different concentrations of Pb2+ (A) and variation of EMF at different
Pb2+ activities for Pb2+-ISEs coupled with ISM component modified paper substrates conditioned with different activities of Pb2+ (B).

Table 1 Observed selectivity coefficients and slopes obtained using the
separate solution method for Pb2+-ISEs in solution and incorporated
with ISM-modified paper; the slopes indicated are between 10−3.06 and
10−2.17 M of the respective interfering ion

j
log Kpot

Pb2þ ;j in
solution

Slope/mV
dec−1 in
solution

log Kpot
Pb2þ ;j

with PS6.0

Slope/mV
dec−1 with
PS6.0

Ca2+ −15.8 ± 0.8 20.1 ± 0.5 −13.8 ± 1.1 26.0 ± 1.5
Co2+ −15.8 ± 0.7 16.8 ± 4.8 −15.3 ± 0.9 13.2 ± 4.6
Na+ −13.5 ± 0.8 13.1 ± 0.7 −10.8 ± 0.4 26.4 ± 1.1
Ba2+ −13.4 ± 0.6 26.3 ± 1.7 −13.4 ± 0.7 34.4 ± 1.3
Zn2+ −11.4 ± 0.6 27.3 ± 0.4 −12.7 ± 0.3 16.2 ± 4.5
K+ −11.0 ± 0.6 51.8 ± 0.4 −10.5 ± 0.6 23.3 ± 5.8
Cu2+ −10.6 ± 0.7 19.2 ± 0.9 −8.6 ± 0.6 37.2 ± 1.1
Cd2+ −5.8 ± 0.3 30.8 ± 1.2 −6.3 ± 0.3 29.5 ± 1.3
Pb2+ 0 28.3 ± 0.2 0 27.5 ± 1.8

Table 2 Liquid absorption capacity of the modified paper substrates
and response time of the Pb2+-ISEs when coupled with modified paper
substrates

PS
Liquid absorption
capacity (μL cm−2)

Potentiometric measurement
response time of Pb2+-ISEs (s)

6.3 38.97 ± 5.31 16.7 ± 4.2
6.2 24.80 ± 4.84 18.7 ± 3.1
6.1 18.88 ± 3.98 20.0 ± 6.9
6.0 17.27 ± 3.27 24.0 ± 4.0
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measurement is not longer than typically assumed 60 s.
Furthermore, as ISM is hydrophobic in nature with the intro-
duction of a higher mass of membrane components to the
paper substrate an imminent increase in the hydrophobicity of
the modified paper substrates was observed (Fig. 5). Aside
from ISM occupying the available space in between and within
paper fibres, the increase in the hydrophobicity of the paper
substrates could also be a reason for the increase in the Pb2+-
ISE response time.

When considering the SEM images of the ISM-modified
paper substrates (Fig. S4†), the images of modified paper sub-
strates and unmodified paper substrates at different magnifi-
cations did not show much variation in terms of the distri-
bution of the paper fibres and the overall surface morphology.

However, some granular structures could be observed at
higher magnifications in modified paper substrates and the
concentration of these structures increased with increasing
membrane cocktail concentrations (PS6.3 to PS6.0) suggesting
that more and more ISM components were distributed
throughout the surface of the paper substrates. Fig. S5† shows
elemental mapping done with EDX where all ISM modified
paper substrates indicate the presence of element chlorine
apart from the usual carbon and oxygen present in unmodified
paper substrates. The presence of chlorine was from PVC used
for the modification of paper substrates (33.3 w/w% in ISM).
Interestingly, in PS6.0 sulphur could also be observed in

addition to chlorine, carbon and oxygen. The presence of
sulphur most likely originated from lead ionophore IV used for
modification (1% w/w in ISM). The absence of sulphur in EDX
elemental mapping from PS6.1 to 6.3 could be due to the low
concentration of the ionophore within the paper substrates
and the relatively high detection limit of EDX. In order to
investigate whether the extra elements from the paper modifi-
cation distribute evenly, the individual maps of the elements
were also obtained and are shown in Fig. 6 (left). All the
elements were distributed throughout the surface of the paper,
and the elements originating from the ISM seemed to be
found along the edges of the paper fibres. The cross-section of
a modified paper substrate was also obtained and EDX was
performed. Fig. 6 (right) shows that ISM components were dis-
tributed throughout the cross-section of the paper substrate
indicating the full bulk of the paper substrate modification.

An FTIR study was performed to provide additional insight
into and supporting evidence to the chemical modification of
paper substrates by ISM. As shown in Fig. S6 and Table S2,†
the FTIR spectra indicated that the modification of the PS6.0
paper substrate demonstrated multiple additional functional
groups (as compared to the unmodified paper substrate) that
are correlated to the ISM components applied.41–43 Detailed
FTIR analysis is available in ESI section 2.1.†

Determination of lead(II) in complex environmental samples
using ISM-modified paper substrates coupled with Pb2+-ISEs

Overall, the Pb2+ ion activities determined by the ISEs coupled
with ISM-modified paper substrates (PS6.0) were found to be
comparable to the total lead concentration determined by
ICP-OES (Fig. 7). The uncertainties of most measurements
were within ±20% between these two measurements with
some slight deviation for the wetland sample, cultivation soil
sample and biowaste 1 sample. The higher variations of the

Fig. 5 Contact angle measurements: optical images taken in sessile
drop mode for PS6.3 (A), PS6.2 (B), PS6.1 (C) and PS6.0 (D).

Fig. 6 Elemental mapping of surface (left) and cross-section (right) of PS6.0 where A and F show the overlapped elemental images and B, C, D, E,
G, H, and I show the individual element maps of carbon (red), oxygen (green), chlorine (light blue), and sulphur (purple).

Paper Analyst

4506 | Analyst, 2022, 147, 4500–4509 This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2022

Pu
bl

is
he

d 
on

 1
7 

A
ug

us
t 2

02
2.

 D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

on
 7

/3
0/

20
25

 9
:4

7:
00

 P
M

. 
View Article Online

https://doi.org/10.1039/d2an01108e


results between potentiometric and ICP-OES measurements,
for wetland and cultivation soil samples, could be due to the
possible interactions of Pb2+ with organic matter that is
expected to be present in these types of samples. This would
partially deplete the ionized lead(II) from the samples. For bio-
waste 1, the ionic strength of the leachate could possibly be
high enough to shift the calibration and measurement apart
inducing measurement errors. Nonetheless, all measurements
conducted bring a great promise to use ISM-component modi-
fied paper substrates coupled with Pb2+-ISEs for measurement
of ion activity in samples containing high solid-to-liquid ratios
and complex environmental matrices.

Conclusions

ISM-component modified paper substrates were validated for
their use as microfluidic sampling substrates when coupled
with Pb2+-ISEs. It was found that direct modification of paper
substrates by traditional ISM cocktail used for the preparation
of Pb2+-ISEs was the most optimal in (i) eliminating super-
Nernstian response of ISEs when unmodified paper substrates
were used for solution sampling; (ii) improving the uncertainty
of measurements when unconditioned ISM-component modi-
fied paper substrates were used; and (iii) extending the linear
working range of the sensor to be comparable to standard
beaker-based measurements.

Moreover, the use of the same chemicals to prepare ISM of
ISE and modify the paper substrates simplifies the procedure
of preparation of the measuring setup and may have further
direct economic benefits by limiting the preparation of the
measuring setup to a limited number of chemicals. Finally,
having ISM on paper substrates simplifies the ISM|modified
paper substrate interface by being more compatible with the
one of ISM. It was found that ISM on paper substrates may
influence the potentiometric response of the Pb2+-ISEs used.
For that reason, the unconditioned ISM-component modified

paper substrates were found to be the best suited for the suc-
cessful determination of lead(II) in complex environmental
samples.
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