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Thermodynamics of hydrogels for applications in
atmospheric water harvesting, evaporation, and
desalination†

Gang Chen

Most thermodynamic modeling of hydrogels is built on Flory’s theories for the entropy of mixing and rubber

elasticity, and Donnan’s equilibrium conditions if polyelectrolyte polymer and mobile ions are involved. The

entropy of mixing depends on the number of solvent and polymer molecules while the configurational

entropy depends on the volume the polymer occupied. Flory’s theory treated these two entropy terms in

the Gibbs free energy on an equal basis: using the molecular numbers as the variable. I argue that the

molecular number and volume are two independent thermodynamic variables and reformulate Flory’s

classical hydrogel thermodynamic model by minimizing the Helmholtz free energy of a combined system

consisting of the hydrogel and its environment. This treatment enables us to unequivocally state that the

osmotic pressure is the thermodynamic pressure of the solvent inside the hydrogel and to unambiguously

write down the chemical potential of each species. The balance of the chemical potentials of the mobile

species, including both the solvent and the mobile ions gives a set of equations that can be simultaneously

used to solve for the equilibrium volume of the hydrogel, the osmotic pressure, and the Donnan potential,

including their coupling. The model is used to study the thermodynamic properties of both pure and salty

water in non-electrolyte and electrolyte hydrogels such as (1) the latent heat of evaporation, (2) the ability of

hydrogels to retain water and to absorb water from the atmosphere, (3) the use of hydrogels for desalination

via solar or forward osmosis, (4) the antifouling characteristics of hydrogels, and (5) melting point

suppression and boiling point elevation, and solubility of salts in hydrogels. These properties are of interest in

solar-driven interfacial water evaporation for desalination and wastewater treatment, atmospheric water

harvesting, and forward osmosis. The reformulated thermodynamic framework will also be useful for

understanding polymer electrolytes and ion transport in electrochemical and biological systems.

1. Introduction

Hydrogels responsive to different stimuli such as temperature,
pH, salt concentration, electrical field, and light have found a
wide range of applications in biology, biomedical technology,
environmental technology, and daily life (food, diapers, etc.).1,2

More recently, potential applications of hydrogels in desalination
and atmospheric water harvesting have also drawn increasing
attention with the demonstration of apparent reduction in latent
heat3,4 during solar-driven interfacial water evaporation,5,6 hydro-
gel as a draw solution for forward osmosis,7,8 and adsorption of
water from the atmosphere and regeneration of adsorbed water
via phase separation with minimal energy input.9 Current studies
are mostly experimental; understanding the thermodynamics

underpinning these processes is of great interest for these
applications and future advancements of these applications.

Flory and Rehner developed a basic thermodynamic frame-
work for analyzing hydrogel swelling,10,11 which served as the
starting point for most subsequent developments. Their theory
considered four additional contributions in the Gibbs free
energy: the (1) entropy of mixing between the hydrogel
polymers and the solvent molecules,12,13 (2) an enthalpic term
due to binding of solvent molecules with the polymers, (3) an
elastic energy term due to the configurational entropy change
of the crosslinked polymer chains,14 and (4) for polyelectrolyte
hydrogels, an ionic osmotic pressure term. Katchalsky and
Michaeli15 further included the electrostatic interactions
between charged polymers of a polyelectrolyte and surrounding
ions in the Gibbs free energy based on the Debye–Huckel theory
and their theory was later modified considering, for example,
finite chain extensibility.16 English et al.17 developed a quasi-
lattice model to account for charge on the polyelectrolyte and
modified the Flory–Rehner theory correspondingly to model
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polyelectrolyte hydrogels. Bannon-Peppas and Peppas18

extended the Flory–Rehner theory to include the wet initial
state of the hydrogel and the dissociation of ions from weak
polyelectrolyte polymers. In analyzing the hydrogel’s use in a
power generation cycle based on a salinity gradient, Zhang
et al.19 extended the previous thermodynamic models to include
the effects of salts and fixed charge on a polymer. In general,
ionization of weak polyelectrolyte is very complicated, as many
studies based on modeling and simulations have shown.16,20–23

Hong et al.24 took a different approach, developing a field theory for
hydrogel through analyzing the Helmholtz free energy under
constraints at boundaries. In their derivation, the osmotic pressure
emerges from a Lagrangian multiplier to the Helmholtz free energy
due to the volume constraint, but its exact value changes with
different choices of variables in the Helmholtz free energy.

Most applications of these thermodynamic models focused
on the gel swelling ratio. For applications such as
desalination,7,8 atmospheric water harvesting,9,25 and solar-
driven evaporation,3–6 the thermodynamics of water in the
hydrogel is of greater interest. Some experimental observations
await explanations and call for deeper understanding of the
water state inside the hydrogel from the thermodynamics
perspective. For example, can water have reduced latent heat
in hydrogel? And if yes, by how much?3 What kind of hydrogels
can serve as draw solutions for forward osmosis?7 Why do
hydrogels not get fouled under solar-driven interfacial evapora-
tion of saline water?26 How can adding salt prevent hydrogels
from drying up?27 Is there a thermodynamic basis for the
classification of water in hydrogel into: bound, intermediate,
and bulk water?28,29 Although thermodynamic analysis of water
may not answer all these questions, especially considering how
complex water is even in its pure bulk form,30,31 it will be
interesting to examine what can be learnt from studying the
thermodynamics of water in hydrogels.

In my attempt applying current models to explore answers to
the above equations, I found that there are some flaws and
ambiguities in the established classical approaches. For example,
Donnan equilibrium32 is used to find out the concentrations of
different ions inside and outside the gel, which are then used to
compute part of the osmotic pressure. However, the classical
Donnan equilibrium conditions neglected the pressure effect
on ion concentration,37 whose inclusion effectively couples the
electrostatic potential and the osmotic pressure. It also seems to
me that Flory’s treatment of the osmotic pressure term is a little
bit ad-hoc, although his results are self-consistent. As I will
discuss in detail, Flory did not clearly distinguish in his theory
what are proper thermodynamic variables. Such ambiguities
create confusion in the literature. For example, Lai et al.33 wrote
‘‘In the literature, however, it is less than clear, how swelling
pressure, Donnan osmotic pressure or solid matrix stress are
related to one another. For example, is the swelling pressure the
same as the Donnan osmotic pressure for cartilage?’’.

This paper has two objectives. The main goal is to reformu-
late Flory’s thermodynamic model. The reformulation is based
on minimizing the Helmholtz free energy of the combined
system consisting of the hydrogel and its environment. This

reformulation clearly shows that the thermodynamic pressure
of the solvent inside the hydrogel is the osmotic pressure,
which is at equilibrium with the tension from the polymer.
The formulation allows unambiguous calculation of the
chemical potentials of each species. At equilibrium, the
chemical potential balance of the mobile species inside and
outside hydrogels determines the equilibrium volume, the osmo-
tic pressure, and the Donnan potential. My other goal is to apply
the reformulated thermodynamic analysis to water in hydrogels to
gain better insights related to hydrogel applications in solar-
driven interfacial evaporation, atmospheric water harvesting,
and forward osmosis desalination, and the reformulated thermo-
dynamic framework will be used to examine these problems. The
article starts with a brief review (Section 2) of Flory’s classical
model and some subsequent modifications of the model and
points out existing confusions and deficiencies. Modifications to
the models, for both non-electrolyte and polyelectrolyte hydrogels
will be presented (Section 3) and applied to analyze water thermo-
dynamic properties in hydrogels, including the latent heat of
evaporation, atmosphere water absorption and water retention
ability, antifouling characteristics, melting point suppression and
boiling point elevation (Sections 4–6). Although the models on
free energy and entropy terms I used are identical to what Flory
used, and many subsequent studies had suggested improvements
to these models, I believe that the reformulated thermodynamic
approach is general and can be expanded readily to include more
accurate descriptions of the polymers, the ions, and the solvent.
The thermodynamic framework should be useful for related work
in biological and biomedical applications for which osmosis and
Donnan membrane equilibrium are widely used concepts.

2. Review of Flory’s theories for
hydrogel swelling

Flory’s thermodynamic model is based on his derivations of the
entropy of mixing between a solvent and a polymer and the
configurational entropy for the polymer elasticity (see ESI†).10–12

Using these expressions, the change of the Gibbs free energy (the
final state minus the initial state), DG, of the polymer–solvent
system can be expressed as

DG ¼ kBT n1 ln f1 þ n2 ln f2ð Þ þ kBTwn1f2

þkBneT
2

3as
2 � 3� ln as

3
� � (1)

with

f1 ¼
n1

n1 þ Zn2
; f2 ¼

Zn2

n1 þ Zn2
; as

3 ¼ V

Vo
¼ Vo þ n1v1

Vo
¼ 1

f2

ne = n � 2n2 = n(1 � 2n2/n) = n (1 � 2Mc/M) (2)

where n1 is the number of molecules of the solvent and n2 is the
number of the polymer molecules, f1 and f2 are the volume
fraction of the solvent and the polymer, respectively, Mc and M
are the molecular weights of a crosslinked segment and the
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polymer molecules before crosslinking, respectively, n is the
number of the actual cross-linking units and ne excludes the
two free ends of the original polymer molecules, as is the ratio
of the chain extension in one-direction for isotropic swelling
which can be related to the volume after (V) and before (Vo)
swelling as given, v1 is the volume of a solvent molecule, and Z
is the volume ratio of the polymer molecule to the solvent
molecule. The first term in eqn (1) is due to entropy of mixing
between the solvent and the polymer, and the last term is due
to the configuration entropy change of the polymer, and middle
term is due to enthalpy change, where w represents the
polymer–solvent interaction, also called the Flory–Huggins
parameter, which depends in general on both temperature
and polymer volume fraction. w 4 0 means the mixing is
endothermic and w o 0 means the mixing is exothermic. Most
polymer–solvent mixing has w 4 0. Please note here that
although the middle term is called the enthalpy change, no
pressure effect was considered in the derivation of the above
expression.12,34 Inside hydrogels, the pressure is usually much
higher than the ambient pressure. This pressure effect is not
included in the expression. Also note that this treatment does
not distinguish three different types of waters.35,36

The change in the chemical potential for the solvent can be

obtained from the change in Gibbs free energy by NA
@DG
@n1

� �
T ;p;n2

on a molar basis, where NA is the Avogadro number,

m1 � mo1 ¼ Dm1ð Þplþ Dm1ð Þel

¼ RT ln 1� f2ð Þ þ 1� 1

Z

� �
f2 þ w f22

� �

þ RTvwne

Vo
f2

1=3 � f2

2

� � (3)

where ne = ne/NA is the molar number of the effective crosslinking
unit, R (= kBNA) is the universal gas constant, and vw is the molar
volume. Note that in deriving the above expression from eqn (1),
the volume variable V is substituted by its relationship with the
molecular number as given in eqn (2), and also note that eqn (1)
does not have pressure as an independent variable, although such
a variable is expected for Gibbs free energy. The first term in the
above expression is due to the solvent–polymer interaction and
�(Dm1)pl/vw was identified by Flory as the osmotic pressure. The
second term is due to the polymer conformation change and
�(Dm1)el/vw was identified as the stress on the polymer.

For polyelectrolyte hydrogels, Flory considered a strong
polyelectrolyte that dissociates completely, yielding mobile
anions Az�, where the superscript z� denotes the valence of
the ion (and hence its charge is ez�), and fixed positive counter-
ions i.e. per structural unit of the polymer with ‘‘i’’ as the
valence of a monomer. The gel is in equilibrium with the
surrounding solvent containing a strong electrolyte Mn+An�
(z+n+ = z�n�) at concentration c�s , where the superscript ‘‘*’’
denotes environment outside the gel. Since the gel initially
contains no Mz+ cations, some of them will diffuse into the gel and
some Az� will diffuse out. Because charge neutrality conditions

should satisfy both inside and outside the gel, if cs [mole m�3] is
the concentration of the Mn+An� salt inside the gel, the concentra-
tions of mobile ions in the gel are c+ = n+cs and c� = n�cs + ic2/z�,
where c2 is the concentration of the polymer with fixed charge per
unit volume, c2 = f2/vu, and vu is the molar volume of a structural
unit. The total mobile ion concentration (c+ + c�) inside the gel at
equilibrium will inevitably exceed that in the external solution
c�þ þ c�� ¼ nc�s , where n = n+ + n�. The osmotic pressure arising
from the difference of the mobile ion concentration is

pi ¼ RT cþ þ c� � c�þ � c��
� �

¼ RT
ic2

z�
� n c�s � cs
� �� �

(4)

To determine c�s � cs, Flory used the typical Donnan equili-
brium conditions,32

a
vþ
þ av�1 ¼ a

�vþ
þ a�v�1 (5)

where a is the activity of the perspective ions. Flory further
assumed that the activity coefficient equals one. Brannon-
Peppas and Peppas18 extended the above treatment to weak
polyelectrolytes.

3. Reformulation of Flory’s hydrogel
thermodynamic model

There are some confusions in the Flory hydrogel model which
persisted throughout subsequent developments. Some are as
follows: (1) the Gibbs free energy expression in eqn (1) does not
include pressure as its natural thermodynamic variable, (2) the
volume variable in the configurational entropy is replaced by
the molecule number variable, and (3) the enthalpy of mixing
term does not explicitly include the pressure effect. Overall, the
effect of pressure was included in ad-hoc ways, leading to
confusions as reflected in the question asked by Lai et al.33

quoted before. We will show below that the first and the last
term in eqn (1) should not be treated on an equal basis because
they are governed by different natural thermodynamic variables:
the molecular number for the entropy of mixing and the volume
for the configurational entropy. Flory’s theory neglected the
electrostatic potential of the ions on the polyelectrolyte and
interactions between the mobile ions and the polyelectrolyte,
which subsequent studies tried to include. 17,19 These treat-
ments, however, neglected the coupling between the Donnan
potential and the osmotic pressure, a situation that persisted
from Donnan’s original treatment on the subject.32,37 In the
following, I will present a reformulation of Flory’s theory
addressing the concerns raised here.

A thermodynamic analysis typically starts with defining a
system in contact with its environment under specified conditions.
When the system is at equilibrium with the environment, its
thermodynamic potential either maximizes or minimizes. For a
system at constant temperature and pressure in equilibrium with
its environment that it can exchange heat, force, and particle, its
thermodynamic potential, the Gibbs free energy, is minimized
and the natural thermodynamic variables are temperature and
pressure. A system maintained at constant temperature and
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volume minimizes the Helmholtz free energy. For a hydrogel in
equilibrium with its solvent, the problem is that its volume is not
constrained, nor it is at the same pressure with the environment
(due to osmotic pressure). We thus consider a combined system
made of the gel and the ambient solvent as a closed system
at constant temperature and volume. At equilibrium, the total
Helmholtz free energy of this combined system is at its minimum.

The Helmholtz free energy, U-TS, of the hydrogel sub-system
can be written as

F ¼ Usl þUpl þUion þUmix þUCoul � TSion

�TSsl � T Spl þ DSpl

� �
� TSmix ¼ ðUc � TScÞ

þUmix � TSmix � TDSpl ¼ Fc þ DFmix þ DFpl

(6)

where Usl and Upl are the internal energy of the solvent inside
the gel and the polymer, respectively, UCoul is the electrostatic
energy while Uion is the internal energy of the ions, and Umix is
the change of internal energy due to mixing, which is essen-
tially second term in eqn (1), despite that it is called enthalpy in
the past literature. Note that we split UCoul, the Coulomb energy
of ions and polymers, from the rest of the internal energy of the
ions Uion and the polymer Upl. Ssl is the entropy of the solvent,
Spl the entropy of the polymer in its initial state, DSpl is the
entropy change of the polymer network due to its configura-
tional change, and Smix the entropy of mixing. Uc, Sc, and Fc

denote the internal energy, the entropy, and Helmholtz free
energy of the solution (including ions) imbibed into the poly-
mer plus that of the original polymer. The last two terms in the
third equality of eqn (6) are extra: DFmix = Umix � TSmix is the
increase in the Helmholtz free energy caused by mixing, and
DFpl = �TDSpl is caused by the change of the configurational
entropy of the polymer due to deformation, assuming that
polymers’ own internal energy remain unchanged. Later work
had included finite extensibility of the polymers, and the
corresponding contribution can be included into DFpl.

16 In
Flory’s theory, the first two terms in eqn (1) made up DFmix

and the last term is DFpl, which we will use for simplicity.
The natural variables for the Helmholtz free energy are T, Vt,

j, and ni, where j is the electrostatic potential, ni the number of
species i, and Vt total volume that is the sum of hydrogel volume
V and the volume of the ambient solvent Ve. Assuming that the
temperature remains constant through the combined system
and with the environment, the change in the total Helmholtz
free energy of the combined system can be written as ESI†

dFt ¼ pe � pþ @ DFmixð Þ
@V

� �
T ;j;ni

� @ DFmixð Þ
@V

� �
e

� �
T ;j;ni

"

þ
@ DFpl

� �
@V

� �
T ;j;ni

#
dV þ msl � msl;e

� 	
dnsl

þ
X
i

mi � mi;e
� 	

dni þ
X
i

ezinidjþ ezplnpldj

þ
X
i

ezinidj

 !
e

(7)

where p ¼ � @Fc

@V

� �
T ;j;ni

is the thermodynamic pressure acting

on solvent, ions, and the polymer, pe is the pressure of the
ambient solvent (which could also be extended to include

externally applied pressure), mi ¼
@F

@ni

� �
V ;T ;j;njai

is the chemical

potential of species i, and zi the valence of the ion denoted by the
subscript.

At equilibrium, dFt = 0, which leads to

p� pe ¼
@ DFpl

� �
@V

� �
T ;j;ni

¼ �
@ TDSpl

� �
@V

� �
T ;j;ni

(8)

msl = msl,e, mi = mi,e (9)

X
i

zini þ zplnpl ¼
X
i

zini

 !
e

¼ 0 (10)

where we have neglected possible volume dependence of DFmix.
Eqn (8) is the condition of mechanical equilibrium. The pres-
sure difference between inside the gel and outside, which is the
osmotic pressure, balances the tension created by the polymer
configuration change. Eqn (9) are conditions for chemical
equilibrium, or, mass transfer equilibrium, for the solvent
and the mobile ions. And eqn (10) is the charge neutrality
requirement for both inside and outside.

Flory’s expression for the polymer Helmholtz free energy
changes due to configurational entropy, i.e., the last term in
eqn (1), can be expressed in terms of volume for isotropic
swelling so that the Helmholtz free energy can be written as

DFpl ¼
RTne

2
3

V

Vo

� �2=3

�3� ln
V

Vo

� �" #
(11)

In a hydrogel, the solvent fills the empty space between
polymer molecules such that V = Vo + n1v1. Flory used this
relation to further write DFpl in terms of the solvent number n1.
By doing so, the polymer tension due to configurational entropy

change i.e., the
@DFpl

@V
term in eqn (8), is grouped into the

chemical potential term
@DFpl

@n
, as in eqn (3). Although Flory

correctly pointed out that the mixing term, i.e., the first term in
eqn (3), creates osmotic pressure, and the second term repre-
sents the polymer tension, the change of natural variable from
V to n1 causes confusion since the polymer tension term
becomes part of chemical potential. By using the volume as
an independent variable (as in the case of rubber elasticity), we
see clearly from eqn (7) that pressure p is the thermodynamic
pressure acting on all components inside the hydrogel. From
eqn (8), we see that the difference of p and pe, i.e., the osmotic
pressure, balances the polymer tension created by the polymer
configuration change. We will see later that p can be deter-
mined from the balance of chemical potentials as represented
by eqn (9), rather than simply the first term in eqn (3). So, in
answering Lai et al.’s question,33 the swelling pressure and the
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Donnan osmotic pressure are identical, while the solid matrix
stress arises from different sources (the polymer configura-
tional entropy change in Flory’s model). They balance each
other in mechanical equilibrium but can create motion in
nonequilibrium situations.

For a non-electrolyte hydrogel with pure solvent, we can
write the extra molar-based Helmholtz free energy in Eqn (6) as

DF ¼ RT n1 ln f1 þ n2 ln f2ð Þ þ wn1 f2½ �

þRTne
2

3
V

Vo

� �2=3

�3� ln
V

Vo

� �" #
(12)

which is identical to eqn (1). What is important, however, is
that we recognize now that the first term, arising from the
mixing entropy and internal energy, depends on natural ther-
modynamic variable n1 and n2 (both f1 and f2 can be written in
terms of these variables as in eqn (2)). The second term
depends on volume. Using eqn (8), we get

p� pe ¼
@DFpl

@V

� �
T ;n2

¼ RTne

2Vo
2

V

Vo

� ��1=3
� 1

V

Vo

� �
2
664

3
775

¼ RTne

Vo
f2

1=3 � f2

2

� �
(13)

The chemical potential of the solvent is

m1¼
@Fc

@n1

� �
V ;T ;n2

þ @DFmix

@n1

� �
V ;T ;n2

¼ @Fsl

@n1

� �
V ;T ;n2

þ @DFmix

@n1

� �
V ;T ;n2

¼m�1ðT ;pÞþRT ln 1�f2ð Þþ 1�1

Z

� �
f2þw f22

� �
(14)

where m�1ðT ; pÞ is the chemical potential of the pure solvent
inside the gel at pressure p and temperature T. The 1/Z term in
the above equation is often neglected as it is usually much
smaller than 1. We will take this approximation in the rest of
this paper.

Since the chemical potentials are important for our analysis,
we will elaborate a little more. We consider a solution consists
of x1,. . .xi. . .xn mole fractions of components 1,. . ., i,. . ., n. We
start from the definition of the chemical potential of compo-
nent i on a molar basis38–40

mi T ; p;j; x1; . . . xi; . . . xn
� �

¼ NA
@G

@ni

� �
T ;p;j;njðaiÞ

(15)

The derivative of the chemical potential can be written as

dmi(T, p, f, x1,. . .xi,. . .xn) = vidp + ziFDdf + RTd ln(ai)
(16)

where ai and vi are the activity and the partial molar volume of
species i, respectively, and FD is the Faraday constant; constant
temperature is again assumed. The activity can be written in
terms of the mole fraction using the activity coefficient gI as ai =

gixi, Integrating eqn (16) and assuming that the molar volume vi

is a constant, we have

mi(T, p, f, x1,. . .xi,. . .xn, xs) = mo
i (T, po) + vi(p � po) + ziFf +

RT ln(gixi) (17)

where mo
i (T, po) is the chemical potential of species i at the

reference state (T, po).
One question is how to include the activity coefficient into

the entropy of mixing expression of Flory in eqn (1) for ionic
species. This is necessary if we want to study the impact of
different ions, for example, in the hydrogel water retention
experiments.27 For a pure water–hydrogel system, we can get
the water activity coefficient from eqn (14) and (17)

RT(ln(1 � f2) + f2 + wf2
2) = RT ln(gwxw) (18)

where the subscript ‘‘w’’ represents water, which we will
assume to be the solvent since we will focus on the hydrogel.
For regular water–ion solutions, extensive studies exist on the
activity coefficients of different ions as a function of the ion
concentration and the water activity coefficients.41,42 In fact,
the activity coefficients of a solution are related via the Gibbs–
Duhem relation. Knowing the activity coefficients of ions as a
function of concentration, the activity coefficients of water can
be calculated.38 For ions in the hydrogel, the activity coeffi-
cients measured between regular water-ion solutions may not
be applicable since the polymers may further affect these
coefficients. In this work, we will assume the measured water-
ion activity coefficients in their solutions are applicable for
water-ion inside hydrogels, rather than using eqn (18) to
redefine activity coefficients.

Ions in the hydrogel interact with both water and the
polyelectrolyte polymer. Surrounding the charged polymer,
ions can be immobilized, forming condensates as pictured in
Manning’s theory,43 in addition to the diffuse double layer as in
the Debye–Huckel theory.44 The net effect of the electrostatic
interactions of the charges along the chain among themselves
and with the mobile ions is expressed in terms of free energy,
for which different models have been developed.15–17 Given
that the detailed mechanisms of ions in polymeric solutions
remain an activity field of study due to their importance in
biology and electrochemical technologies, I decide to include
only the mixing term as Flory originally assumed, not because
this is a better treatment, but is a reflection of my view of the
large uncertainties in the current models. Using this approxi-
mation, the additional Helmholtz free energy change due to the
mixing of ions with polymers can be expressed as

DFmix ¼ kBT nw ln fw þ
X
i

ni ln fi þ n2 ln f2

" #

þ kBTw n1 þ
X
i

ni

 !
f2 (19)

where we have treated water and ions as having same volume
and same mixing enthalpy parameter w with the polymer. This
mixing term together with the polymer free energy change due
to the polymer configurational entropy, eqn (11), is used to
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form the total free energy change of polyelectrolyte hydrogel
similar to eqn (12). These assumptions could be eliminated
by assuming different w values and different sizes of ions
compared with water but will add mathematical complexity
unnecessarily, considering the approximations we already
made. From eqn (19), we can get the excess chemical potential
for water and ions

mw � mw*(T, p) = RT [ln fw + f2 + w f2
2] E RT [ln(1 � f2) + f2

+ w f2
2 + ln(gwxw)] (20)

mi � mi*(T, p) = RT [ln fi + f2 + w f2
2] E RT [ln(1 � f2) + f2

+ w f2
2 + ln(gixi)] (21)

where fw and fi are the volume fraction (based on the total
volume including that of polymers) of water and the ith ion
inside the hydrogel, respectively, the activity coefficients are
assumed to be same as in ion–water solutions as stated before,
and xw and xi are the mole fraction of water and ions in the
water-ion solution without considering the polymer’s existence,
respectively, which means xw þ

P
i

xi ¼ 1. In writing the second

step in eqn (20), we have used the relation

fw ¼
nw

nw þ Zn2 þ
P
i

ni

¼ nw

nw þ
P
i

ni

0
@

1
A nw þ

P
i

ni

nw þ Zn2 þ
P
i

ni

0
@

1
A ¼ xwð1� f2Þ (22)

and similarly for fi. Also, we added activity coefficients in front
of xw and xi to account for nonidealities. We will use eqn (20)
and (21) for chemical potentials of water and ions in the rest of
the manuscript, keeping in mind that m�w and m�i depend on
pressure and electrostatic potential as shown in eqn (17).
Although our numerical calculations will take activity coeffi-
cients as unity most of the time, we will include examples of
different salts by using their actual activity coefficients to
illustrate the impacts of nonunitary activity coefficients.

With the above approach, we have reformulated Flory’s
thermodynamic model under the Helmholtz free energy
picture. The reformulation enables us to clearly define the
thermodynamic pressure and relate its difference with the
environmental pressure, i.e., the osmotic pressure, to that of
the tension in the polymer. With the new formulation, we can
express the chemical potentials of each species inside the
hydrogel as exemplified in eqn (20) and (21). These chemical
potentials depend on temperature, pressure, electrostatic
potential, and composition. We will show next that the
chemical potential balance between mobile species inside
and outside determines the pressure, volume, composition,
and electrostatic potential. We are interested in using the
reformulated thermodynamic model to understand some
recent experiments on using the hydrogel for solar-driven
interfacial evaporation, atmospheric water harvesting, and for-
ward osmosis desalination. It is difficult to do quantitative
comparison with the experimental data because parameters
needed for the model are usually unknown. Our focus is thus

on the trend rather than trying to be quantitative. We will give
below a summary of the experimental facts that serve as
inspiration for our subsequent discussion.

Solar-driven interfacial evaporation uses sunlight to heat up
a floating porous solar absorber to create a hot region on the
water surface, which enhances the evaporation of water while
the bulk water remains cold.5,6 This approach had drawn lots of
interest due to its potential applications in desalination and
waste water treatment. The theoretical thermal evaporation
limit under standard 1 sun conditions is 1.45 kg m�2 h�1,
assuming that the 1000 W m�2 solar energy in 1 sun is used to
heat up and evaporate water from an ambient temperature of
25 1C to 40 1C. Yu’s group9 used porous polyvinyl alcohol (PVA)
hydrogels embedded with black absorbers and reported an
evaporation rate as high as 4–5 kg m�2 h�1, followed by other
similar reports using different hydrogels and even no hydro-
gels. The explanation for such a phenomenon championed by
Yu’s group was the existence of three kinds of waters in the
hydrogel, the bound water, the intermediate water, and the free
water.9,28,29 Some key evidence supporting this explanation is
(1) latent heat reduction measured by differential scanning
calorimetry experiments and (2) suppressed melting point of
intermediate water up to �20 1C, also observed using differ-
ential scanning calorimetry (DSC) measurement.9,45 Another
key experimental evidence is the Raman spectroscopy signatures
of different waters. In some of the DSC latent heat measurement
data, the end of the evaporation excursion curve exceeds the
boiling point of pure water, which can be understood as the
elevation of the boiling point. However, the maximal measured
latent heat reduction with DSC is up to 30%, while experimen-
tally, an evaporation rate about three times that of the thermal
evaporation limit was reported. Another interesting observation
is that in a solar-driven desalination experiment, salt does not
seem to accumulate inside the hydrogel.46 We will show that the
higher pressure of water inside a hydrogel can lead to reduced
latent heat up to the order observed in the DSC experiment, but
not to the same order observed in the solar-driven experiment.
The thermodynamic model can also provide qualitative
explanations for the experimental observation of freezing point
depression and antifouling characteristics of a hydrogel. The
results show that the DSC-based latent heat reduction and freez-
ing point suppression do not provide sufficient proof that the
experimental observations of a higher evaporation rate are due to
the existence of the three types of water inside the hydrogel. Our
recent experiments provide alternative explanations,47,48 which we
will not discussed here since they are not related to the central
topic of the paper.

When a hydrogel is placed in open air, it usually dries up
over time. How to retain water is a challenge. Bai et al.27 tested
the water retention capability of polyacrylamide (PAM) hydrogel
impregnated with different salts such as sodium chloride
(NaCl), lithium chloride (LiCl), magnesium chloride (MgCl2)
and potassium acetate (KAc). They found for example, NaCl
precipitates out, but LiCl can retain some water for a long time.
While these experiments aim to retain water, adsorbing water
from atmosphere is of interest in addressing the water shortage
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challenge in many regions. Adsorbents made of polyacrylamide
(PAM) hydrogel composite with carbon nanotubes and CaCl2,49

and composite hydrogel made of poly N-isopropylacrylamide
(PNIPAM) and chloride-doped polypyrole9 have shown promise.
These examples also show the importance of ions for water
adsorption. Hydrogel’s water retention and adsorption capabil-
ities depend on the relative humidity of the ambient air. We
will examine the problem of water retention and atmospheric
water extraction using the thermodynamic model, considering
the effect of salts in both nonpolyelectrolytic and polyelectro-
lytic hydrogels. As we already mentioned before, ions in
polyelectrolyte hydrogels are very complex. In fact, even without
hydrogels, ion interaction with water is already complex. Our
modeling did not include such complex interactions, as we aim
at seeing the trend rather than being quantitative.

The ion concentrations in polyelectrolyte hydrogel in an
electrolytic solution are usually modeled using the method
originally developed by Donnan,32 as represented by eqn (4)
and (5). Accompanying the Doannan equilibrium is the
Donnan potential, a voltage difference between the hydrogel
and the external electrolytic solution. The Donnan potential
distribution across the hydrogel–solvent interface had been
measured by Gong’s group using a delicate electrolyte
technique.50 I had shown in a previous paper37 that the tradi-
tional Donnan equilibrium neglected the coupling between the
osmotic pressure and the Donnan potential. I will show using
the reformulated hydrogel thermodynamic framework that the
inclusion of this coupling leads to an additional potential
which would not exist for a nonelectrolyte hydrogel immersed
in a salt solution. There are no published results confirming
this prediction. I learnt from private communication with
members from Professor Gong’s group that they had observed
potentials drop in PVA hydrogels immersed in salt solutions.51

The reformulated thermodynamic model also makes it easy
to calculate osmotic pressure which is relevant to the work in
using hydrogels for forward osmosis-based desalination. In this
technology, hydrogels with no or little water at the beginning
but with a high osmotic pressure when at equilibrium are used
to extract clean water from saline water separated using a
semipermeable membrane.7,8 The osmotic pressure difference
between the saline water and the water in the hydrogel drew
clean water across the membrane to expand the hydrogel. In
this case, the osmotic pressure of clean water in the hydrogel
must be larger than that of the saline water. Li et al.7,8 tested
different hydrogels such as poly(sodium acrylamide) (PSA),
poly(sodium acrylate)-co-poly(N-isopropylacrylamide), PAM
and poly(N-isopropylacrylamide) (PNIPAM), and found that
PSA can draw most water. For such applications, no mobile
ions exist in the hydrogel. In a different forward osmosis
approach, Yu et al.52 directly immersed the hydrogel made of
poly(sodium acrylate-co-hydroxyethyl methacrylate) in saline
water containing NaCl, and squeezed out water inside the
hydrogel with pressure. The recovered water contains less salt
than the saline water. Thermodynamic analysis had been
reported for such pressure-driven desalination cycle.53,54 Rud
et al.55 simulated in detail the ion concentrations inside and

outside the hydrogel using a Monte Carlo method motivated by
Yu et al.’s experiment. I will use the thermodynamics model
presented above to compare the osmotic pressure difference
between saline water and water in hydrogel.

The above experiments will be discussed under three categories:
(1) non-polyelectrolyte hydrogel such as PVA in equilibrium with
pure water or humid air; (2) non-polyelectrolyte hydrogel in equili-
brium with salty water or hydrogel impregnated with salt in
equilibrium with humid air; and (3) polyelectrolyte hydrogel in
equilibrium with salty water or humid air.

4. Non-electrolyte hydrogel in
equilibrium with pure water or
humid air

Expressing the chemical potential in eqn (20) at pressure p
relative to ambient pressure pe as m�w (T, p) =mo

w(T, pe) + vw(p� pe)
and substituting the pressure difference using eqn (13), we get
the chemical potential of water inside the hydrogel as

mwðT ; pÞ ¼ mowðT ; peÞ þ RT ln 1� f2ð Þ þ f2 þ w f22
� 	

þ RTK f2
1=3 � f2

2

� �
(23)

where K ¼ vwne

Vo
¼ v1ne

Vo
. Recall ne is the effective number of

crosslinking unit, v1 is the volume of a single solvent molecule,
and Vo is the initial dry volume of the polymer. So K is the ratio
of the effective volume of the crosslinking node to that of the
dry volume, and it can be controlled by the crosslinker concen-
tration in hydrogel synthesis. Eqn (23) is identical to Flory’s
result except that the last term is due to the pressure depen-
dence of the chemical potential of pure water. Fig. 1(a) plots the
normalized excess chemical potential [mw(T, p) � mo

w(T, pe)]/(RT)
as a function of the polymer volume fraction f2 at different w
and K values. We see that the excess chemical potential from
the ambient water, mw(T, p) � mo

w(T, pe) could be positive
between [0, f2,eq] under proper parameter combinations, which
means that hydrogels are not stable and phase separation due
to spinodal decomposition happens at f2,eq, where m( f2 = 0) =
m(f2 = f2,eq), i.e., the polymer with some water ( f2,eq = Vo/V) is in
equilibrium with pure solvent. From eqn (23), at equilibrium,
mw(T, p) = mo

w(T, pe), we have

ln 1� f2;eq
� �

þ f2;eq þ w f2;eq2
� 	

þ K f2;eq
1=3 � f2;eq

2

� �
¼ 0 (24)

Fig. 1(b) shows the equilibrium volume expansion of a
hydrogel as a function of K under different parameters. The
smaller the K, i.e., the number of crosslinkers, the larger is the
volume expansion due to the smaller tension of the polymers to
counter the osmotic pressure of the solvent. We estimate that
the PVA used in solar-driven interfacial evaporation4 has K B
0.03 and V/Vo B 10. The reported value of w for PVA is B0.5,56

depending on temperature and volume fraction. The calculated
volume expansion ratio values are of the same order as the
experiment.
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Latent heat of evaporation

Inside hydrogel, water is at a different pressure p and hence its
latent heat will be different from that of the solvent at the
ambient pressure pe. From the chemical potential of water, we
derive that the latent heat of evaporation is (see ESI†)

L ¼ Lo þ RT ln 1� f2;eq
� �

þ f2;eq þ w f2;eq2
� 	

þ RT2f2;eq
2 @w
@T

(25)

where Lo ¼ h�w;v T ; peð Þ � h�w T ; peð Þis the latent heat of evapora-

tion of pure water at temperature T and environmental pressure
pe, and h is the enthalpy with the subscript w for water and
additional subscript v representing the vapor phase.

In Fig. 2, we plot the latent heat as a function of f2 for
different w values, assuming it is temperature independent.
In reality, f2,eq is determined by w and K as shown in Fig. 1b.
During DSC or solar-driven interfacial evaporation experiments,3

hydrogel may not be in equilibrium and the solvent chemical
potential may be higher than that of the surroundings. We can
use eqn (25) to estimate the equivalent latent heat change as f2

varies from a small value to a large value (when the sample is
close to dried up). We see that when f2 is large, the equivalent
latent heat reduction change is appreciable. The latent heat

reduction can be 1–5 � 105 J kg�1 for polymer volume fraction
between 90 and 99%. Such a level of latent heat change could be
seen in DSC measurements. However, in solar-driven interfacial
evaporation experiments using hydrogel,3,4 the reported water
evaporation rate can be B3 times that of the theoretical limit based
on a nominal latent heat of 2.45 MJ, indicating a reduction of latent
heat by 1.6 MJ, which is an order of magnitude larger than the
pressure effect discussed here. The figure also shows that with
increasing w parameter, the latent reduction becomes smaller,
because positive Flory–Huggins parameter indicates endothermic
reaction when water binds to the polymer, reducing the impact of
higher pressure inside the hydrogel. Hence, it does not seem that
the pressure-change-caused evaporation latent heat reduction can
explain the solar interfacial evaporation experimental results.

The higher enthalpic state of water inside the hydrogel due
to higher pressure also means that when water diffuses into the
hydrogel, heat is absorbed at the interface despite the fact that
binding of water with polymer is usually exothermic. If water
enters the hydrogel from one surface and leaves from another
surface, there is heat absorption at the interface where the
water enters and heat release at the interface where the water
leaves the hydrogel. The absorbed and rejected heat is given by
the same expression as eqn (25). This is an effect analogous to
the Peltier effect in thermoelectric materials, although the
latter is due to the difference of electrons’ entropy flux,57 while
here it is due to the entropy difference of water molecules.
In theory, a molecular Peltier cooling device can be built by allowing
water to diffuse in from one side and diffuse out from the other
through, for example, a pressure or thermal driven flow. On a per
molecule basis, 105 J kg�1 heat absorbed is equivalent to 0.019 eV
per molecule, or an effective Seebeck coefficient of 62.5 mV K�1. This
is comparable to the typical electronic Seebeck coefficient. However,
the value is not large enough to make such a cooling technology in
a configuration similar to that of thermoelectric devices competitive
because of the small flow rate of the molecules, i.e., the equivalent
low molecular conductivity, compared to that of electrons, although
the intrinsic low thermal conductivity of the hydrogel is an
advantage.58 We had observed a small cooling effect when PVA
hydrogels similar to that used in the reference solar-driven
interfacial-evaporation experiment were first wetted with water,
although we had not tested steady-state operation.

Fig. 1 (a) Normalized excess chemical potential of water [mw(T, p) � mo
w (T, po)]/(RT), under different parameters, and (b) equilibrium volume expansion

ratio as a function of parameter K under different w values.

Fig. 2 Latent heat reduction at T = 300 K at different w values as a
function of the polymer volume faction.
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Freezing point depression and boiling point elevation

Next, we discuss the freezing point depression and the boiling
point elevation; both were observed from DSC measurements
on PVA hydrogels used in the solar-driven interfacial evaporation
experiment.4,26 These observations can be explained based on the
freezing point depression and boiling point elevation in solutions,
typically called colligative properties for ideal cases when the
ratios (melting point or boiling point) depend only on the
concentration, and independent of the individual solute’s
chemical properties.39,40 In fact, Huggins34 had used the freezing
point depression in developing his theory on polymer solutions.
The standard approach in deriving the freezing point depression
and boiling point elevation is to set the differentials of the
chemical potential, i.e, the change in chemical potential of water
inside the gel equaling that of the solid (for freezing point) or pure
vapor (for boiling point), at which the activity can be taken as one.
However, in typical DSC experiments, the hydrogel with water
inside is taken out of the water bath. If one waits long enough,
hydrogel will establish new equilibrium with the environment
through volume change. The mechanical equilibrium with the
environment at pressure po is ensured by eqn (24). The chemical
equilibrium will be established by setting the water chemical
potential equaling the chemical potential of water in the ambient
gas (air or inert gas used in DSC measurements). We will discuss
more of such equilibrium in the water adsorption section. For
now, we will take f2 as a variable. At least in the DSC evaporation
experiment, hydrogel is continuously evaporating and is not in
chemical equilibrium with the environment.

Following the standard approach as discussed above,38–40 we
obtain the following expression for the freezing point ratio (see ESI†)

Tfz;0

Tfz
� 1� RTfz;0

Lm
ln 1� f2ð Þ þ f2 þ w f22
� 	

(26)

and the boiling point (see ESI†)

Tbp;o

Tbp
� 1 ¼ RTbpo

Lo
ln 1� f2ð Þ þ f2 þ w f22 þ K f2

1=3 � f2

2

� �
 �
(27)

where Tfz,0 is the melting point and Tbp,o is the boiling point of
pure water when f2 = 0. We take a value of Lm = 334 kJ kg�1 and

Lo = 2.45 MJ kg�1, and plot the freezing point Tfz and boiling point
Tbp as a function of f2 as shown in Fig. 3(a) and (b) for different
values of w. We see indeed that the freeze point is suppressed. Based
on published experimental data, we estimate f2 B 0.7 when a
freezing depression B20 1C was observed,26 which is comparable
to the value predicted. Fig. 3b shows the boiling point elevation. The
plot starts from a certain value of f2, which is the equilibrium volume
for f2,eq that is the solution of eqn (24). The DSC experiment typically
measures a broaden evaporation temperature range which can
exceed the boiling point of pure water by B60 1C,3 consistent with
what we see in Fig. 3b.

In passing, we make the comment that if boiling happens
inside the hydrogel, the vapor pressure will be even higher than
p. One can combine the Laplace–Young equation for the vapor
pressure and obtain corresponding boiling point inside the
hydrogel following a similar approach.

Trapping water from air

Let us now consider if a hydrogel can trap water when it is
placed in air. This is of interest for atmospheric water harvesting
as well as to maintain functions of a hydrogel when it is exposed
to air.9,27 The chemical potential of water vapor in air is related
to water vapor’s partial pressure pv relative to its saturation
pressure ps at temperature T (assuming air is an ideal mixture),

mw;vðT ; pvÞ ¼ m�w;vðT ; psÞ þ RT ln
pv

ps

� �
(28)

We equate the above chemical potential to water chemical
potential inside the hydrogel, i.e., eqn (23), to get

ln 1� f2;eq
� �

þ f2;eq þ w f2;eq2
� 	

þ K f2;eq
1=3 � f2;eq

2

� �
¼ ln

RH

100

� �
(29)

where RH is the relative humidity. When hydrogel is immersed
in water, the left hand side equals zero, which is eqn (24).
However, when a piece of hydrogel is taken out of water, it will
arrive at a new equilibrium determined by eqn (29). Since the
right hand side is significantly more negative at low RH, the f2,eq

value will increase significantly, i.e., the hydrogel will shrink. In
Fig. 4, we show the water volume fraction (1� f2) as a function of

Fig. 3 Calculated (a) freeze point depression from 0 1C and (b) boiling point elevation from 100 1C.
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RH for different parameters. The value at RH = 100 is also the
equilibrium water content when hydrogel is immersed in water
since the chemical potential of water in saturated vapor equals
that of the pure liquid water. For a given hydrogel, w is fixed. One
can reduce K to trap more water, i.e., use less cross-linkers. At
low humidity, however, there is only very little water left in the
hydrogel. In a completely dry environment, a pure nonelectrolyte
hydrogel cannot retain water. These are consistent with the
challenge in retaining water in the hydrogel.

5. Nonpolyelectrolyte hydrogels with
salt in equilibrium with water or humid air

This topic is of interest for several applications we mentioned
before. One of them is the solar-driven interfacial evaporation
using hydrogels. It was found that there is no salt precipitation
inside the hydrogel,3,4 an antifouling property. Another experi-
mental observation is that by incorporating salt inside hydro-
gel, it is found that hydrogel does not dry out.27

Salt content inside hydrogel in equilibrium with saline water
outside

Let us consider first for simplicity that a symmetric monovalent
salt such as NaCl salt is added to water outside the hydrogel.
To find out the salt concentration inside the hydrogel at
equilibrium, we start with eqn (21) to write down the chemical
potential of Na+ and Cl� ions inside the hydrogel as

mNaþ ¼ moNaþ þ vNaþð p� peÞ þ Fj
þ RT lnð1� f2Þ þ f2 þ w f22 þ ln gNaþxNaþð Þ

� 	
(30)

mCl� ¼ moCl� þ vCl� p� peð Þ � Fj
þ RT ln 1� f2ð Þ þ f2 þ w f þ ln gCl�xCl�ð Þ½ � (31)

where j is the potential difference (inside minus outside of the
hydrogel), vNa+ and vCl� are the molar volumes of Na+ and Cl�

ions, and xNa+ and xCl� are the mole fraction of Na+ and Cl�

ions inside the hydrogel, respectively. Due to the inclusion of
electrostatic potential, the chemical potentials as given in

eqn (30) and (31) are actually the electrochemical potential.
Each type of ions is in chemical equilibrium with the same type
of ions outside, and their chemical potentials equal each other.
This is the basic strategy used in Donnan equilibrium to obtain
the equilibrium concentrations. Typical Donnan equilibrium
treatment as eqn (5), however, neglects the pressure term in the
chemical potential.37 To find this pressure, we also need to
employ the chemical potential balance of water inside and
outside. The final equations to solve are (see ESI†)

KNaCl f2
1=3 � f2

2

� �
þ2 ln 1� f2ð Þ þ f2 þ w f22
� 	

þ ln gNaClxNaClð Þ2

¼ ln gNaClxNaClð Þ2
h i

e

(32)

K f2
1=3 � f2

2

� �
þ ln 1� f2ð Þ þ f2 þ w f22 þ ln gwxwð Þ
� 	

¼ ln gwxwð Þe

(33)

where KNaCl ¼
nevNaCl

Vo
with vNaCl = vNa+ + vCl�, and subscript e

represents external solution. Although we did assume that
volume of ions equal to that of water molecule in the entropy
of mixing expression in eqn (21), we will take here that KNaCl

can differ from K for water as it is the case based on the molar
volume measurements of salts.59–61 This is acceptable since for
the entropy of mixing, water usually dominates over ions, while
the ion volume directly enters the pressure term here.

In Fig. 5(a), we show the equilibrium polymer volume
fraction and in Fig. 5(b) the difference of the ion mole fraction
between the external and the internal of the hydrogel, as a
function of external ion mole fraction, varying different para-
meters but taking activity coefficient g = 1 for all species. We see
that as the external ion mole fraction increases, f2 decreases,
i.e., the hydrogel expands (as long as KNaCl o 2KH2O, which is
usually the case for ions). The external salt content is less than
internal salt content [Fig. 5(b)]. One can prove this rigorously by
multiplying eqn (33) by 2 and subtracting eqn (32) from it. In
terms of a physical picture, in the current model, we see from
eqn (19) and (32) that every NaCl-type of salt that enters the
hydrogel is equivalent to two water molecules albeit with a
different volume. The smaller the molar volume of the salt, the
less is the pressure term contribution. More salt ions exist
inside to counter the loss of pressure term contribution. More
salts inside also create a higher osmotic pressure, which
explains why the hydrogel expands.

However, real salts differ from each other. The difference is
reflected in their activity coefficients, which vary with the salt
concentration.41 In addition, the molar volume of salts also
changes with concentration.61 For water, rather than the activ-
ity coefficient, the osmotic coefficient defined as the ratio of j =
ln(aw)/ln(xw) is often given. We took the measured62 activity
coefficients of NaCl and LiCl salts in water and the corres-
ponding osmotic coefficient [Fig. 6(a)], and recalculated the
same quantities, as shown in Fig. 6(b) and (c). The partial molal
volumes of NaCl and LiCl are 16.8 and 16.6 cm3 1�1 kg�1 and

Fig. 4 Water content (volume fraction) in the hydrogel as a function of
relative humidity for different parameter combinations.

Paper PCCP

O
pe

n 
A

cc
es

s 
A

rt
ic

le
. P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
 1

9 
A

pr
il 

20
22

. D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

on
 1

1/
16

/2
02

5 
2:

20
:2

6 
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

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d2cp00356b


This journal is © the Owner Societies 2022 Phys. Chem. Chem. Phys., 2022, 24, 12329–12345 |  12339

hence we took Ksalt/K = 0.3.59 We neglect the concentration
dependence of the partial molar volume in these calculations.
We see that LiCl has a higher activity coefficient and osmotic
coefficient, which leads to larger volume expansion and
concentration difference. For LiCl, internal salt concentration
is higher for most concentrations, while for NaCl, the external
salt concentration is higher for most concentrations.

Also, in this case, a membrane potential might exist, which
can be calculated from the following equation (see ESI†)

KNaþ � KCl�ð Þ f2
1=3 � f2

2

� �
þ 2Fj

RT
¼ ln

ln gCl�xCl�ð Þ gNaþxNaþð Þe
gNaþxNaþð Þ gCl�xCl�ð Þe

� �
(34)

Fig. 5 Parametric studies of a hydrogel in monovalent symmetric salt solution, (a) hydrogel volume fraction and (b) external to internal salt mole fraction
difference as a function of the external salt mole fraction. All calculations assume the activity coefficients equaling one.

Fig. 6 Impact of salt characteristics on volume expansion and salt concentration, (a) activity and osmotic coefficients of NaCl and LiCl (data from ref.
62), (b) volume expansion ratio, (c) salt concentration difference, and (d) Donnan potential as a function of the external salt molal concentration. Standard
Donnan potential theory predicts a zero potential because there is no fixed charge.

PCCP Paper

O
pe

n 
A

cc
es

s 
A

rt
ic

le
. P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
 1

9 
A

pr
il 

20
22

. D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

on
 1

1/
16

/2
02

5 
2:

20
:2

6 
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

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d2cp00356b


12340 |  Phys. Chem. Chem. Phys., 2022, 24, 12329–12345 This journal is © the Owner Societies 2022

where KNaþ ¼
nevNaþ

Vo
and KCl� ¼

nevCl�

Vo
. Typically, the molar

volumes of anions are larger than cations, and it is unlikely that
first term on the left-hand side will exactly cancel the right
hand side term, implying that a potential difference could
develop between inside and outside hydrogel.37 We plot in
Fig. 6(d) the potential difference between inside and outside
the hydrogel. This potential difference should not exist under
standard treatment of the Donnan potential since there are no
fixed charge inside the gel. We predict the existence of a
potential in this case because of the pressure difference
between inside and outside the hydrogel. Although we have
not found any publications reporting such a potential difference,
I learnt from private communication that a potential indeed
exists between nonelectrolyte hydrogels immersed in salt.51

Trapping water from air

If a hydrogel impregnated with a salt is in equilibrium with air,
the water chemical potential balance leads to

K f2
1=3 � f2

2

� �
þ ln 1� f2ð Þ þ f2 þ w f 22 þ ln gwxw
� 	

¼ ln
RH

100

� �
(35)

If the salt volume is Vs and the dry polymer volume is Vo, we
can relate the salt mole fraction to the polymer volume fraction in

expanded hydrogel as xs �
Vs

Voð1=f2 � 1Þ, where the approximate

sign is due to our assumption of equal volume between water
molecule and ions in the entropy of mixing formula. The water
mole fraction is xw = 1 � 2xs, where the factor of 2 accounts for
two different ions. We solved eqn (35) using the water osmotic
coefficients for NaCl and LiCl and the results are shown in
Fig. 7(a) and (b). Fig. 7(a) shows the amount of water as a function
of the relative humidity. Compared to Fig. 4 for hydrogel not
containing any salt, hydrogel with salt can absorb more water
even at low humidity. Fig. 7(b) shows the water mole fraction. The
solubility of salt determines the minimum humidity at which the
salt will be dissolved in water. LiCl can maintain more water due

to its (1) larger activity coefficient and (2) higher solubility.
Bai et al.27 tested the water-retention ability of PAM hydrogel
impregnated with LiCl and NaCl and found that NaCl precipitates
out while LiCl impregnation can maintain hydrogel in the wet
state. Our results here, together with the fact shown in Fig. 6(c)
that there are more NaCl outside than inside in a solution, are
consistent with the trends of experimental observations.

Solubility of salts inside hydrogel

The above analysis shows whether there is more salt inside or
outside depends on the type of the salt: more NaCl outside while
more LiCl inside. While this might explain the antifouling proper-
ties observed in the solar-driven hydrogel experiment because NaCl
is the main salt in saline water, there are also two other possible
mechanisms that can affect salt fouling: (1) mass transfer63 and (2)
the salt might have higher solubility inside the hydrogel. The
analysis of solubility is identical to that of the freezing point
depression.38 One can think for example that a salt such as NaCl
is at equilibrium between the pure solid and pure liquid form at its
melting temperature Tm = 801 1C. It can be considered, from the
fact that at room temperature there is equilibrium between solid
NaCl in a solution, that the melting point depressed from Tm =
801 1C to room temperature. Following the established method, we
obtain the following relation for solubility xNaCl (see ESI†):

� Lm

2RT
1� T

Tm

� �
� ln 1� f2ð Þ þ f2 þ w f22
� 	

þ ln gxNaClð Þ (36)

This equation is similar to freezing point depression eqn (26),
except a factor of 2 due to the fact that Na+ and Cl+ ions are
different and are treated separately. Comparing the above expres-
sion against the case f2 = 0, i.e., without the square bracket term
on the right hand of the above equation, we see that the hydrogel
increases the solubility of the salt since the square bracket term is
negative. This increase at first might seem to be a little surprising.
On the other hand, we can understand it as follows. As the
temperature drops, the liquid phase Gibbs free energy will
increase, this is why there is no liquid of NaCl at lower than the
melting temperature. In a solution, the partial Gibbs free energy

Fig. 7 Comparison of atmospheric water extraction, i.e. hydrogel water retention performance for hydrogel impregnated with LiCl and NaCl (a) water
volume fraction and (b) water mole fraction as a function of humidity. The salt solubility in water set the lower limit of RH. Clearly, LiCl has better
performance than NaCl due to its larger activity coefficients.
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of the salt is reduced by the mixing term, which makes it possible
for the solute to exist. With polymer, the solute entropy further
increases, so more solute can exist, i.e., the solubility is higher.

Neglecting the activity coefficient dependence on concen-
tration, the solubility ratio is

xNaClðin hydrogelÞ
xNaClðwithout hydrogelÞ

¼ 1

1� f2ð Þexp f2 þ w f22½ � (37)

Fig. 8 shows the solubility ratio as a function of polymer
volume f2. The increased solubility of the salt inside the
hydrogel could further contribute to why hydrogel has antifoul-
ing properties, together with mass diffusion arising from the
concentration difference.63

6. Polyelectrolyte hydrogels in equilibrium
with water containing salt or humid air

Let us consider now a polyelectrolyte hydrogel, for example,
poly sodium acrylate (PSA). Polyelectrolyte hydrogels had been
used to extract water from the atmosphere9 and retain water in
the hydrogel,27 and as a draw agent in forward osmosis for
desalination applications. The forward osmosis application
employs semipermeable membranes to separate ions. Here
we first consider the case with no membranes, which will be of
interest for solar evaporation and atmospheric water harvesting
applications we discussed before.

We assume that the equilibrium constant for the monomer
dissociation

CHCOONa - CHCOO� + Na+ (38)

can be applied to polymer and hydrogel too. The activity-based
equilibrium constant can be written as

KA ¼
aAA� � aNaþ

aSA
¼ nAA� � nNaþ

nw þ nAA;t þ nNaþ þ nCl�
� �

nAA;t � nAA�
� �

(39)

where nAA� is the number of ionized monomers and nAA,t is the
total number of monomers in the hydrogel. In the second
equality, we assumed the activity coefficients equaling one
and accounted both the solvent molecules and ions in the
calculation of the mole fraction. Since the pressure inside the
hydrogel is higher, the equilibrium constant depends on
pressure38,39

KAðT ;pÞ¼KAðT ;poÞexp
vAA� þ vNaþ � vPAAð Þ p�poð Þ

RT

� �
(40)

For the following, we neglect the pressure correction in the
last term of eqn (40), which is reasonable if the molar volumes
of dissociated ions do not differ from that of the non-
dissociated monomers. From eqn (39), we have

nAA�

nAA;t
¼

KA nw þ nAA;t þ nNaþ þ nCl�
� �

KA nw þ nAA;t þ nNaþ þ nCl�
� �

þ nNaþ
(41)

The chemical equilibrium in hydrogels is more complicated
than modeled here because the ionized group AA� can also be
neutralized by H+, which will set a limit to the dissociation of a
weak polyelectrolyte. We refer readers to the literature consid-
ering such possibilities.21

Polyelectrolyte hydrogel in equilibrium with brine

Consider now that the hydrogel is in equilibrium with outside
water containing the NaCl salt. Inside the hydrogel, we have
fixed AA� ions and mobile Na+ and Cl� ions. Charge neutrality
requires

nNa+ = nCl� + nAA� (42)

We assume that the equivalent volume of a monomer to
water is y, then ynAA,t = Zn2. Dividing the above equation by
nNa+ + nCl� +nw and using eqn (41), we arrive at,

xNaþ ¼ xCl� þ
KA 1þ f2=½yð1� f2Þf gf2=½yð1� f2Þ�

KA 1þ f2=½yð1� f2Þ½ � þ xNaþ
(43)

To find f2 and the salt concentration inside the hydrogel, we
balance the chemical potential for each mobile species as in the
previous section (see ESI†). Fig. 9 plots solutions for different
equilibrium constant values while holding other parameters
constant.

Compared to the case of non-polyelectrolyte hydrogels
(Fig. 6) immersed in salty water, we see that with immobile
ionized polymer chains inside the hydrogel, the salt is repelled
from the hydrogel for most cases. When the external salt is less,
i.e., the gel expands more. A peak can be observed in Fig. 9(a)
for the difference of external to internal salt concentration
when the equilibrium constant is small, i.e., the dissociated
mobile ion concentration is low. This peak can be understood
as follows: with more ionization of the polyelectrolyte and
hence more fixed charge inside (KA large), salt is expelled.
With less ionization of the polyelectrolyte, Fig. 5b shows there
are more salt inside. These two different trends lead to the
existence of the peak. The Donnan potential [Fig. 9(c)] is one

Fig. 8 Ratio of solubility inside hydrogel vs. without hydrogel as a func-
tion of the polymer volume fraction.
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order of magnitude larger than non-electrolyte hydrogel
immersed in salt solution [Fig. 6(d)].

Polyelectrolyte hydrogel for water trapping from air

In terms of the capability of electrolyte hydrogel trapping water
in air, eqn (35) is still applicable. For polyelectrolyte hydrogel,
the dissociated ions (Na+ using the example we consider here)
mix with water, which increases the entropy of the solution
inside the hydrogel. Water mole fraction can be obtained from
solving eqn (43) with xCl� = 0, which leads to the ionized
sodium mole fraction and consequently the water mole
fraction as,

xw ¼ 1� KPSA

2
1þ f2

yð1� f2Þ

� �
1þ 4f2

K f2 þ yð1� f2Þ½ �

� �0:5
�1

( )

(44)

Fig. 10 shows the water volume at different parameter values
obtained from solving eqn (35) and (44), focusing on changing
the equilibrium constant. We can see that the larger the
equilibrium constant, i.e, the more polyelectrolyte that can be
ionized, the more water the hydrogel can contain. Compared to
impregnate salt into non-electrolyte hydrogels (Fig. 6 and 7)
which is limited by the salt solubility, using electrolyte hydro-
gels will be more effective in retaining water or extracting water

from air. Strong polyelectrolyte with large equilibrium constant
is desired.

Forward osmosis

Forward osmosis uses hydrogels or un-crosslinked polyelectro-
lytes as the draw solution.7,8 The osmotic pressure of hydrogel
in fresh water at equilibrium inside the hydrogel should be
larger than that of the salt water separated by a membrane.
For polyelectrolyte hydrogel, its equilibrium volume can be
obtained from solving

K f2
1=3 � f2

2

� �
þ ln 1� f2ð Þ þ f2 þ w f22 þ ln gwxwð Þ
� 	

¼ 0 (45)

where water mole fraction is again given by eqn (44). Solving
eqn (44) and (45), we obtain the equilibrium volume f2,eq. The
conditions for forward osmosis to happen are then

K f2;eq
1=3 � f2;eq

2

� �
4 2xsalt (46)

where xsalt is the brine solution salt concentration and we
assumed monovalent symmetric salt so that the brine’s osmotic
pressure is approximately 2RTxsalt/vw.

Fig. 11(a) shows the equilibrium hydrogel volume expansion
ratio at different dissociation equilibrium constant values as
a function of K, which can be controlled by crosslinking.
Compared to non-electrolyte hydrogels, electrolyte hydrogels
have a very large swelling ratio, a well-known fact. Fig. 11(b)
shows the osmotic pressure. Sea water osmotic pressure is 25–
35 bars, as marked in the shaded region. We can see that the
osmotic pressure of electrolyte hydrogel can be much higher,
suggesting that the electrolyte hydrogel can serve as a good
draw medium for forward osmosis, which is consistent with the
trend observed in experiments.7,8 The higher the KA value, the
larger is the equilibrium volume, i.e., more clean water can be
obtained. For regeneration of hydrogel, temperature sensitive
hydrogel such as PNIPAM had been used,7,8 which can
be modeled by including the temperature dependence of w
parameter.64

Multivalent ions

Although the examples we gave above considered monovalent
symmetric salts, extension to unsymmetric and polyvalence

Fig. 9 Polyelectrolyte hydrogel immersed in monovalent symmetric salty water, (a) salt concentration difference, (b) polymer volume fraction, and (c)
Donnan potential as a function of the external salt concentration (w = 0, K = 0.05, Ksalt = K, y = 2, gi = 1).

Fig. 10 Comparison of water content vs. humidity at different parameters
(y = 2, gi = 1).
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ions is straightforward, which has been well-explained in
textbooks.38,39 For MgCl2 salt, for example, for each mole of
MgCl2 salt, there are two moles of Cl� ions and one mole of Mg+

ions (zi = 1 for Mg+ and 2 for Cl� in eqn (17). A similar operation
as arriving at eqn (33) will lead to a term like ln(gMgCl22xMgCl2),3

in which the factor of 2 is due to the fact that the mole fraction
of Cl� ions are twice that of xMgCl2. The factor 2 in front of the
mixing term in eqn (32) will be replaced by 3.

7. Summary

To summarize, we have reformulated Flory’s thermodynamic
model for hydrogels based on the minimization of Helmholtz
free energy of the combined hydrogel and its environment. Our
reformulation emphasizes the volume and molecular numbers
as independent natural thermodynamic variables, which
clarifies the roles of thermodynamic pressure. This formulation
led to clear picture of the interplay between the osmotic
pressure and the tension in polymer, and allows one to express
the chemical potentials of the solvents and ions inside the
hydrogel unambiguously. Relying on the chemical potential
expressions, we examine water and ions in hydrogels related to
applications in solar-driven interfacial evaporation, atmo-
spheric water harvesting and hydrogel’s water retention ability,
and desalination. The chemical potentials of the solvent
molecules and dissolved ions differ from that of their
values in pure states, which lead to changes of the latent heat,
boiling and freezing points, and solubility. The balances
of each mobile species inside and outside the hydrogels
determine the osmotic pressure, Donnan potential, the
water and salt contents inside the hydrogel. Based on the
trends predicted by the model, we can draw the following
conclusions.

Hydrogels have a reduced latent heat of evaporation, due to
increased pressure of water inside the hydrogel. However, the
reduction in the latent heat is not large enough to explain
experimental observations. The melting point suppression
and boiling point elevation phenomena as observed in DSC

experiments can be explained similar to colligative properties
observed in solutions, and they are caused by increased mixing
entropy of water with polymer inside the hydrogel.

When nonelectrolyte hydrogel is placed in salty water,
salt contents inside the hydrogel could be higher or lower
than outside, depending on the salt’s activity coefficient and
concentration. Salts generally have higher solubility inside
the hydrogel. Regular nonelectrolyte hydrogel can get comple-
tely dry in dry air. By impregnating salt, however, hydrogel
can retain more water. Polyelectrolyte hydrogels have
better ability to absorb water from moist air and retain water
and such abilities increase with increasing ionization equili-
brium constant. For electrolyte hydrogels immersed in salty
water, the salt concentration inside is typically lower than that
outside.

We should point out that although the thermodynamic
approach we presented is general, the specific models we used
for the Helmholtz free energy are simplified. We rely mainly on
Flory’s theories on the mixing entropy between the solvent and
polymer molecules, and polymer’s configurational entropy
changes for the Helmholtz free energy. We did not consider
the interaction between mobile ions and the fixed ions on the
polymer, for which large amount of work has been done and
different models exist. We only included polymer’s configura-
tional entropy changes, excluding the intermolecular force
interactions along the chain which could be important in
highly stretched polymers. We did not treat the dissociation
of polyelectrolyte rigorously. All these details could be
improved and indeed many studies had already been done as
we cited along the way. The thermodynamic treatment we
present however is general, and improvements in these details
can be incorporated to make better predictions. However, the
classical thermodynamic treatment is by nature a mean field
theory.
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Fig. 11 (a) Equilibrium volume expansion ratio of polyelectrolyte hydrogel at a function of K parameter at different values of the equilibrium constant
KPSA, and (b) osmotic pressure of the hydrogel (w = 0, y = 2).
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