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Sonication labile PEG-based hydrogel system for
biological component suspension and subsequent
degradation†
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and Christopher N. Bowman *a,d

This work synthesizes poly(ethylene glycol) (PEG) macromers that incorporate a phthalaldehyde moiety

located at crosslink junctions. This location facilitates the severing of the polymer network when bond

scission of the phthalaldehyde unit occurs with mechanical stimulation. As these networks degrade, the

mechanical properties are analyzed to better understand how sonication driven degradation affects a

polymer network – specifically looking at the degradation profile in hydrogel systems through the mass

loss and storage modulus profiles. Comparison of hydrogels containing phthalaldehyde units with hydro-

gels that do not have the mechanophore pre- and post-mechanical stimulation provides evidence that

the incorporation of the mechanophore at these crosslink junctions reduces the storage modulus by a

factor of ten and results in greater than 90% decrease of the gel mass after 15 minutes of probe soni-

cation, leading to breaking the network into soluble daughter fragments. The network degradation con-

ditions of these hydrogels are shown to be compatible with biological component suspension and

release for applications such as localized payload release.

Introduction

Degradable hydrogel systems have the potential to serve in a
multitude of applications, ranging from drug delivery1–3 and
tissue engineering to scaffolding in additive manufacturing
applications2,4 due to their high water content, mechanical
properties, and biocompatibility. These material properties are
derived from crosslinked (either covalently or via noncovalent
intermolecular attractions) hydrophilic polymers that are
capable of retaining a significant amount of water in an
aqueous environment.1,5,6

The extensive use of hydrogels has resulted in an increase
in methods for their controlled degradation to facilitate
material removal at the end of the intended service life or the

transition of a material’s mechanical properties at various
points throughout the application to better suit a changing or
evolving environment.7–9 Through adaptations in the back-
bone of various hydrogel systems, triggerable degradability can
be ‘built in’ to a network. Specifically, degradation can be trig-
gered through various means including applications of
thermal,10–12 chemical,7,13–16 mechanical,17,18 photo,5,14,19–27

and biological stimuli.28–33 For example, hydrolytic degra-
dation of hydrogels has become a particularly favorable
mechanism for biological applications. This means of degra-
dation gained traction in the 1970s with the study of poly(lac-
tones)34 that evolved into work in the early 2000s where poly
(caprolactones) were utilized in the synthesis of drug delivery
materials with biocompatible and tunable mechanical pro-
perties whose degradation kinetics could be varied through
copolymerizations that provide a range of crystallinity and
hydrophilicity of the polymer network.35–40 Notably, thiol–ene
networks polymerized through a radical-mediated photochem-
istry result in step-growth networks that have been shown to
be more homogeneous and also provide additional spatiotem-
poral control to the polymerization in comparison to non-
photopolymerized step growth polymerizations such as the
non-photo triggered Michael-type or the thermally initiated
while still providing polymer degradability when functiona-

†Electronic supplementary information (ESI) available. See DOI: https://doi.org/
10.1039/d4lp00161c

aMaterials Science & Engineering Program, University of Colorado, Boulder,

Colorado 80309, USA. E-mail: Christopher.Bowman@colorado.edu
bDepartment of Chemistry, University of Colorado, Boulder, Colorado 80309, USA
cDepartment of Molecular, Cellular & Developmental Biology, University of Colorado,

Boulder, Colorado 80309, USA
dDepartment of Chemical and Biological Engineering, University of Colorado,

Boulder, Colorado 80309, USA

© 2024 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry RSCAppl. Polym., 2024, 2, 1147–1156 | 1147

O
pe

n 
A

cc
es

s 
A

rt
ic

le
. P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
 2

3 
se

tte
m

br
e 

20
24

. D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

on
 2

9/
01

/2
02

6 
08

:0
4:

06
. 

 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-
N

on
C

om
m

er
ci

al
 3

.0
 U

np
or

te
d 

L
ic

en
ce

.

View Article Online
View Journal  | View Issue

http://rsc.li/rscapplpolym
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-8458-7723
https://doi.org/10.1039/d4lp00161c
https://doi.org/10.1039/d4lp00161c
https://doi.org/10.1039/d4lp00161c
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1039/d4lp00161c&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2024-11-11
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d4lp00161c
https://pubs.rsc.org/en/journals/journal/LP
https://pubs.rsc.org/en/journals/journal/LP?issueid=LP002006


lized appropriately.13,41,42 However, the lack of spatiotemporal
control over the degradation process of hydrolytically degrad-
able systems has given rise to numerous networks that
degrade via photo triggers where both chain and step growth
systems have been analyzed for applications ranging from
drug delivery and cell scaffolding or encapsulation to hydrogel
photoresists.5,20,21,26,27,43–45 Spatiotemporal control of polymer
degradation is necessary in many applications where localized
material property changes are desired. This approach has been
applied in tissue engineering with the selective degradation of
scaffolding or variation of material mechanical properties to
direct cell growth30,31 and also with the release of a targeted
payload at specific locations.10,32,46

As applications for hydrogels become increasingly complex,
the need for environmentally sensitive degradation mecha-
nisms grows accordingly. The scope of hydrogel degradation
has benefited from the increasing interest in both degradable
and chemically recyclable polymers. Among the less explored
options for degradation is the integration of mechanophores
in polymer networks to degrade through force driven bond
cleavage. Mechanical degradation provides spatiotemporal
control with the ability to target a location by focusing sound
waves (such as ultrasonic) which are sustainable even in appli-
cations with optically opaque barriers where other degradation
methods – such as photodegradation – have diminishing
control. Ultrasound resolution is directly related to the wave-
length used which is dictated by the speed of sound through a
given medium and the frequency of the sound waves, resulting
in wavelengths on the order of tens of millimeters for frequen-
cies 1–30 MHz.47 Additionally, methods of mechanical degra-
dation such as sonochemical degradation are particularly
useful in stimuli sensitive biomedical contexts due to the com-
patibility of many biological environments with ultrasound.48

Mechanically degradable hydrogel systems that employ
covalent mechanophores have been explored for use in force-
reporting systems such as with spiropyran–merocyanine tran-
sitions.49 However, most of the mechanical dissolution meth-
odologies for a hydrogel network have been achieved by clea-
vage of physical rather than covalent crosslinks.
Phthalaldehydes offer a unique opportunity in network inte-
gration as they have been previously used in a poly-mechano-
phore system that was shown to degrade into monomer units
upon sonication stimulation.17 Recently, an allyl-functiona-
lized phthalaldehyde derivative was used in a poly(phthalalde-
hyde) copolymer as a crosslinker to generate a sonication-
labile thiol–ene network,50 highlighting the potential of incor-
porating poly(phthalaldehyde)s into thermosets to confer
mechanical material responses. These units, however, have yet
to be incorporated into a hydrogel network successfully due to
their hydrophobic character.

Here, a multi-arm poly(ethylene glycol)-based hydrogel is
prepared with a phthalaldehyde unit built into the network
near crosslink junctions to facilitate the degradation of a hydro-
gel system upon exposure to sonication. The sensitivity and
stability of these networks is investigated, and payload release
is demonstrated after mechanical stimulation of the hydrogel.

Experimental section
Materials

The PEG macromers, 4-arm 10K PEG-OH and 4-arm 10K
PEG-SH, were purchased from JenKem Technology; 5-norbor-
nene-2-carboxylic acid was purchased from TCI chemicals;
phthalaldehyde, butylated hydroxytoluene (BHT), pyridine,
sodium hydride, thionyl chloride, and lithium phenyl-2,4,6-tri-
methylbenzoylphosphinate (LAP) were purchased from Sigma-
Aldrich.

Norbornene acyl chloride synthesis (bicyclo[2.2.1]-hept-2-ene-
5-carbonyl chloride, 5-norbornene carbonyl chloride)

The preparation of bicyclo[2.2.1]-hept-2-ene-5-carbonyl chlor-
ide was modified from a previously reported approach:51 5-nor-
bornene-2-carboxylic acid (110.53 g, 0.8 mol) was mixed with
thionyl chloride (190.35 g, 1.6 mol) in a 500 mL round-bottom
flask, and then refluxed under dry nitrogen gas at 70 °C for 3 h
(Scheme 1). Excess SOCl2 was evaporated under reduced
pressure. The crude product was further purified by distillation
to eliminate a colored impurity, yielding a transparent liquid
(71% yield) (IR and NMR in ESI 1–3†).

PEG-p-norbornene macromer synthesis

4-arm PEG-OH (10K, 1 equiv., 0.2 mmol) was dissolved in dry
dichloromethane (DCM) (30 mL) and added to a 250 mL flame
dried round bottom flask with a magnetic stir bar. The reac-
tion was cooled to 0 °C under inert conditions (N2). Sodium
hydride (60% dispersion in mineral oil, 5 equiv., mmol) was
added to the flask and stirred for 30 minutes at 0 °C.
Phthalaldehyde (4 equiv., 3.2 mmol) dissolved in dry DCM
(4 mL) was added and stirred for 1 hour at 0 °C. Pyridine (6
equiv., 4.8 mmol) and norbornene acyl chloride (5 equiv.,
4 mmol) were added consecutively to the reaction flask and
allowed to stir for 30 minutes and the reaction was allowed to
warm up to room temperature (Scheme 2). The mixture was
quenched in a dropwise fashion with methanol (5 mL). A
rotary evaporator was used to concentrate the product until the
mixture was approximately a 5 mL slurry. Methanol (140 mL)
was added to the mixture. The mixture was cooled to −78 °C,
centrifuged, and the solid precipitate was collected resulting
in a white solid once vacuum dried.

Scheme 1 Synthesis for the norbornene acyl chloride that begins with
the nucleophilic attack of the corresponding norbornene carboxylic acid
by thionyl chloride at the carbonyl oxygen. This results in an intermedi-
ate that releases a chlorine anion which facilitates a second nucleophilic
attack that results in the formation of the acyl chloride and release of
sulfur dioxide and hydrogen chloride.
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It is important to note that this reaction is highly variable,
largely arising from being highly sensitive to water and the
quality and purity of the reactants. It was found that canulating
the reactants into the reaction vessel worked most aptly and best
results were observed with fresh sodium hydride, lyophilized
PEG-OH, and re-crystallized phthalaldehyde. Numerous synthetic
repetitions of this macromer were performed, and variations were
observed in the phthalaldehyde and norbornene functionali-
zation as shown in ESI Fig. 4–7;† however, gelation and degra-
dation were observed after each of multiple syntheses of the
material if sufficient degrees of functionalization were met (sup-
ported by Flory-Stockmayer calculations as shown in the ESI†). All
data presented within the main text in this paper corresponds to
the NMRs shown in ESI Fig. 4 and 8.† The degree of functionali-
zation for the degradable system presented in the body of this
paper was determined to be 37% norbornene and 13% phthalal-
dehyde and the degree of functionalization for the control, non-
degradable system was determined to be 48% norbornene.

Control PEG-norbornene macromer synthesis

A control macromer was synthesized following the afore men-
tioned synthesis with the exception of the phthalaldehyde
addition.

Hydrogel formation

The synthesized PEG-based macromers were solubilized in a LAP
stock solution (0.1 wt% LAP in DI water) to form varied weight
percent hydrogels (2–20 wt%). The norbornene systems were
solubilized with equimolar amounts of a 4-arm 10K PEG-SH.
The solution was pipetted between two glass slides equipped
with spacers (100 µm–2 mm) treated with RainX (Scheme 3). The
solution was exposed to 365 nm UV light (Acticure 4000 mercury-
lamp with a 365 nm band gap filter) with an intensity of 20 mW
cm−2 for 5 minutes to cure the hydrogels. The resultant hydro-
gels were placed into individual glass vials and swollen in DI
water at room temperature under ambient conditions.

Rheometry

Rheological measurements were obtained with Ares-G2 TA
Instruments DH3 rheometer. Experiments were carried out at
25 °C, maintained by TA’s Peltier plate temperature control,
with an 8 mm quartz plate. Measurements were collected with
10% strain, a frequency of 10 rad s−1, and 0.105 N axial force.

A 365 nm UV light source with an intensity of 20 mW cm−2

was used to irradiate the samples for photorheology with the
light source being turned on after a 30 s baseline.

Sonication degradation

A Fisher Scientific Sonic Dismembrator, Model 100 was used
to degrade the hydrogels mechanically (operating frequency of
20 kHz). Hydrogels were allowed to swell completely in DI
water and initial rheological data or mass was collected.
Hydrogels were placed in 5 mL of DI water for sonication and
the probe was placed ∼5 mm from the bottom of the vial. The
vials were kept on ice during the sonication treatment to
prevent heating of the hydrogels. Hydrogels were sonicated at
7 W for predetermined lengths of time. Subsequent rheologi-
cal or mass data was then collected post-treatment (the soni-
cation time points were chosen knowing the time scale at
which the hydrogel networks degraded completely).

Lyophilization

Lyophilization was used to obtain the dry weight of the hydro-
gels post sonication degradation for mass loss studies.
Hydrogels were frozen in liquid nitrogen and lyophilized using
a LABCONCO FreeZone FreezeDry System at −53 °C and
0.02 mbar for 24 hours.

Eqn (1) was used to calculate mass loss of the hydrogels
over time.

Mloss ¼ Mi �Mt

Mi
� 100 ð1Þ

Mloss = percent mass loss, Mi = initial mass, Mt = mass post-
sonication at time.

The initial “dry” mass of hydrogels was determined via the
weight percent and volume of polymer precursor solution.
Following the sonication degradation of the hydrogels, the
supernatant was removed to remove soluble degradation pro-
ducts and the hydrogels were lyophilized again to obtain a
final dry weight.

Heat degradation

Hydrogels were placed in glass vials with 5 mL of DI water and
the caps were loosely twisted on. The oven was allowed to
come to temperature (60 °C, 80 °C, or 100 °C) and the solu-
tions were placed in the oven for predetermined lengths of

Scheme 2 Synthesis of PEG-phthalaldehyde-Norbornene (PEG-p-Norb) macromer. Initial steps form the acetal connection between PEG core and
the phthalaldehyde. The final step is a capping mechanism that provides a norbornene functional group via a substitution reaction.
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time to determine the effect of elevated temperatures on the
hydrogel network degradation.

Blood assay

The following procedure was adapted from the Haeussler
Group.52 Fresh human whole blood was obtained from Vitalant
with ethylenediaminetetraacetic acid (EDTA) added as the anti-
coagulant (1.8 mg mL−1). Whole blood was diluted in phos-
phate-buffered saline (PBS, 20 mL) and washed four times by
centrifugation (10 min, 2000 rpm, 15 °C) to isolate the red blood
cells (RBCs). PBS was added to mimic physiological conditions
with 40% RBCs (vol/vol). This solution was then used in place of
the DI water for hydrogel synthesis. The hydrogels created were
100 µm thick and contained 12 wt% macromer. To analyze the
effects of each component on the RBCs, the various solutions
(ESI Table 1†) were diluted to a final concentration of 2% RBCs
(vol/vol) and three samples of each solution (100 µL) were
pipetted into a 96-well round bottom plate. The assay plate was
tapped to adequately mix all solutions of polymer and RBCs.
This plate was then centrifuged to pellet out aggregated RBCs.
The supernatant of each well was then transferred to a new plate.
This new plate was put in a plate reader to assess hemolysis by
measuring the absorbance of the solution at 570 nm. An attempt

was made to redisperse the RBC pellets left in the original plate
with a PBS solution to qualitatively determine the level of hemag-
glutination that occurred at each condition. A virgin 40% RBC
(vol/vol) in PBS solution was used as a negative control for hemo-
lysis and hemagglutination. Sonication of RBCs and PBS (5 W,
level 5, 90 s) was used as a positive control for hemolysis. Blood
exposed to oxygen for an extended period of time was used as a
positive control for hemagglutination. Percent hemolysis was cal-
culated according to the absorbance of the positive control
(extended sonication of RBCs) and negative control (PBS and
RBCs) using eqn (2).

%hemolysis

¼ Absorbance of sample� Absorbance of PBSneg: control
Absorbance of pos: control� Absorbance of PBSneg: control

ð2Þ

Results and discussion
Hydrogel polymerization

Initial data was collected on hydrogels of various composition
to determine the ability of these macromer systems to polymer-

Scheme 3 Chemical structures of PEG macromers and method for hydrogel synthesis. Equimolar amounts of thiol and norbornene functional
macromers were added to a LAP solution and then photopolymerized. Polymer gels were then analyzed in swollen and degraded states. The pro-
posed sites of bond breakage with mechanical stimulation are indicated with the phthalaldehyde unit shown in red. These bond breakage sites are
hypothesized based on bond breakage locations within a poly(phthalaldehyde) system.53 Additional analysis would be needed to analyze the bond
breakage location as NMR peaks of the degradation product end groups were convoluted due to the vastly greater number of repeat units in the
PEG core, thus obscuring the signal from functional groups of the degradation products.

Paper RSC Applied Polymers

1150 | RSCAppl. Polym., 2024, 2, 1147–1156 © 2024 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry

O
pe

n 
A

cc
es

s 
A

rt
ic

le
. P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
 2

3 
se

tte
m

br
e 

20
24

. D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

on
 2

9/
01

/2
02

6 
08

:0
4:

06
. 

 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-
N

on
C

om
m

er
ci

al
 3

.0
 U

np
or

te
d 

L
ic

en
ce

.
View Article Online

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d4lp00161c


ize, the effect the phthalaldehyde unit inclusion has on the
storage modulus of the hydrogels, and to gather a baseline for
samples prior to mechanical stimulation. Fig. 1 contains a
representative polymerization plot for the photopolymeriza-
tions of PEG-p-Norb and PEG-Norb at 15 wt% macromer. 12 µl
of this solution was pipetted onto the rheometer base plate
and an 8 mm quartz head was lowered to 250 µm. After the
initial 30 seconds to collect a baseline, a 365 nm UV light
source (20 mW cm−2) was directed onto the solution to photo-
polymerize the material into gels. The average storage
modulus of the phthalaldehyde containing systems was less
than the non-phthalaldehyde systems. This difference may be
due to the difference in norbornene functionalization of the
control macromer versus the norbornene functionalization in
the phthalaldehyde containing macromer. NMR integration
suggests that approximately 48% of the control PEG is functio-
nalized by a norbornene while in the phthalaldehyde contain-
ing material approximately 37% of the PEG is functionalized
with a norbornene (ESI Fig. 4 and 8†). The incorporation of a
phthalaldehyde unit via the method described here locates a
mechanically labile bond near the crosslink junctions of the
network once polymerized (Scheme 3). It is important to note
that the precise configuration of each arm of the PEG macro-
mers synthesized is not known with it being possible that each
of the arms is capped with a phthalaldehyde, a norbornene, a
phthalaldehyde and norbornene, or remain uncapped as
alcohol functional groups. An attempt to determine if the
phthalaldehyde units were capped with a norbornene was
made by synthesizing a 5K monofunctional PEG-p-Norb (fol-
lowing the same procedure as noted for the 4-arm system).
The monofunctional PEG-p-Norb was solubilized in water and
1 M HCL acid was added (until a pH of 3 was achieved) as a
means of removing the phthalaldehyde via the hydrolytically
degradable acetal linkage formed with successful phthalalde-
hyde incorporation into the macromer. NMRs of these starting
and post-acid products were taken. Comparison of the pre-
and post-acid wash functional group integrations of phthalal-

dehydes and norbornenes suggests that each time a phthalal-
dehyde unit was removed from the polymer chain, a norbor-
nene was also removed (the norbornene integration decreased
by approximately 49% and the phthalaldehyde integration
decreased by approximately 56%) (ESI Fig. 9 and 10†). This be-
havior suggests that the majority of phthalaldehyde units that
attach to the PEG chain are indeed capped by a norbornene,
therefore adding in to the network during polymerization and
facilitating the breaking of crosslinks when mechanically
stimulated. Utilizing this key point, Flory-Stockmayer calcu-
lations for the gel point and ability of the network to degrade
were performed. These calculations demonstrated that both
gelation and degradation are possible with the functionali-
zation of the PEG macromer that was achieved (calculations
and assumptions are noted in the ESI†).

Gel in degradation conditions

The effect of temperature on the norbornene hydrogel systems
was investigated to analyze how the material would respond to
both the elevated temperature that occurs during sonication as
well as temperature increases that might occur in applications
of these materials. Gel samples were made with PEG-Norb as a
comparative control to the PEG-p-Norb gels to allow determi-
nation of the effect of including a phthalaldehyde unit. The
gels were made to be 15 wt% and 500 µm thick. Each gel was
completely swollen post photocure and then heated for
15 minutes at the given temperature while being submersed in
water. The effect of various temperatures was evaluated
through rheological data of the storage modulus for the
various conditions. As seen in Fig. 2a the norbornene control
gel did not have a significant change in storage modulus upon
heating. However, the PEG-p-Norb storage modulus increased
approximately six-fold. This trend was further explored by
heating the norbornene systems for extended periods of time
at 100 °C. The storage modulus increased approximately five-
fold in the system containing a phthalaldehyde unit (Fig. 2b).
We hypothesize that this behavior is caused by a change in the
hydrophobic nature of the gels during heating, thus causing a
change in the degree of swelling that is achieved after heating.
This trend is supported by the gels returning to their original
storage moduli after having completely cooled as shown in the
ESI (Fig. 11†).

Sonication degradation

Rheological and mass loss data over time were collected for
the norbornene systems as the hydrogels were sonicated with a
probe sonicator. The rheological data was collected from
15 wt% hydrogels that were 500 µm thick. The samples were
sonicated at a power output of 7 W with a frequency of 20 Hz
in 10 mL of DI water while the vials were kept on ice. The PEG-
p-Norb gels showed significant loss in storage modulus as
sonication time increased (Fig. 3a) while the control PEG-Norb
gels displayed a minimal change in storage modulus. The
storage modulus is correlated to the number of crosslinks in a
polymer network suggesting that the sonication stimulus

Fig. 1 Photo-rheological data of gelation for norbornene systems at
15 wt%. The shaded region indicates when the sample was being irra-
diated by a UV source (0.1 wt% LAP, 365 nm, 20 mW cm−2, 250 µm
thick). Systems reach their max storage modulus plateau within tens of
seconds. For both compositions, phthalaldehyde containing systems
have a decreased storage modulus. Error bars represent mean ± SD, n =
3.
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resulted in breakage of the polymer network of the phthalalde-
hyde containing materials.

Mass loss data for these systems was taken from 15 wt%
hydrogels that were 1 mm thick. The gels were sonicated at a
power output of 7 W with a frequency of 20 Hz in 10 mL of DI
water while on ice. The phthalaldehyde containing gels dis-
played significant and increasing mass loss as sonication time
increased (Fig. 3b).

The combination of these two data sets indicates that the
addition of the mechanophore into the network facilitates
mechanical degradation. It is likely the hydrogels degrade
through a combination of surface and bulk degradation as evi-
denced by the trends seen in Fig. 3 as well as the appearance
of the gels during mechanical stimulation. GPC of the resul-

tant soluble macromer fragments indicates that degradation of
the hydrogel network produces fragments of similar molecular
weight to the initial macromer used to form the network (ESI
Fig. 12†).

Blood assay

The ability for these hydrogels to be used in optically dense
biological conditions where photochemical degradation
mechanisms may not be applicable was tested through the sus-
pension and release of horse serum and red blood cells.
Biocompatibility of the sonication degradation method for the
PEG-p-Norb systems was initially tested with the suspension of
horse serum in 100 µm thick 5 wt% PEG-p-Norb hydrogels
photopolymerized with 365 nm UV light for 30 seconds at

Fig. 2 (a) Rheological data illustrating the effect on the storage modulus of heating the norbornene hydrogel systems for 15 minutes at various
temperatures and (b) at 100 °C for extended periods of time. Minimal difference in storage modulus was seen for the PEG-norbornene systems in
either test while the PEG-p-norbornene samples showed a significant increase in storage modulus when comparing the highest temperature or
longest time point to the initial material. Error bars represent mean ± SD, n = 4. Significance tests were performed using two-tailed, heteroscedastic
Student’s t-test. * p < 0.01.

Fig. 3 (a) Change in storage modulus and (b) mass loss of hydrogels when sonication is performed on a hydrogel system (power output of 7 W, 20
Hz, in 10 mL of DI water on ice). The phthalaldehyde containing system displayed a significant decrease in both storage modulus and mass with
increased sonication time. Error bars represent mean ± one standard deviation, n = 3. p-Values were calculated with Welch’s t-test. * p < 0.05.
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20 mW cm−2. Equine serum was diluted in 1× PBS at a ratio of
1 : 10. The degradation for these gels was done with probe
sonication at a power output of 5 W and a frequency of 20 Hz
for 90 seconds on ice. The degradation of the hydrogel con-
taining horse serum resulted in a lower absorbance at 350 nm
and 550 nm in comparison to the denatured proteins, indicat-
ing minimal denaturation of the horse serum proteins under
these degradation conditions (ESI Fig. 13†). The phthalalde-
hyde ring absorbs more strongly at 350 nm as compared to
550 nm which contributes to the greater absorbance measure-
ment of both the control and degraded samples where there
are phthalaldehyde units present in the degraded gel frag-
ments. Comparatively, the protein absorbance at these two
wavelengths also varies, but to a lesser degree.

After seeing that the sonication conditions required for
release of the suspended proteins resulted in minimal change
in the absorbance of the solution at 350 nm and 550 nm, indi-
cating minimal denaturation of the proteins, red blood cells
(RBCs) were suspended in the hydrogels to test an optically
dense condition. Percent hemolysis was measured to deter-
mine if RBCs could be encapsulated and released with soni-
cation. 12 wt% macromer hydrogels of equimolar amounts of
PEG-p-Norb and PEG-SH were used to make 100 µm thick gels
with 40% (vol/vol) RBCs in PBS which were exposed to 365 nm
UV light for 30 seconds at 20 mW cm−2 (0.1 wt% initiator).
The gels were sonicated at a power output of 5 W with a fre-
quency of 20 Hz for 30 seconds while the vials were kept on ice
to ensure minimal effects from temperature changes during
sonication. Samples were also prepared from the individual
components of the hydrogels (ESI Table 1†) to evaluate the

effects of the network components on the RBCs, thereby
serving as standard control studies. A solution of PBS and
RBCs (40% vol/vol) was used as the negative control for hemag-
glutination and hemolysis. The effect of the free radicals pro-
duced during the photopolymerization process was evaluated
with a solution of RBCs and LAP (6 wt%) exposed to 365 nm
UV light (5 mW cm−2, 30 s, 100 µm thick sample). A positive
control of hemagglutination was measured from a solution of
RBCs exposed to oxygen until coagulation occurred. The posi-
tive control for hemolysis was taken from a solution of RBCs
probe sonicated at a power output of 5 W and a frequency of
20 Hz for 30 seconds on ice. 100 µl of each solution was
pipetted into a 96-well round-bottom plate and the absorbance
of hemoglobin was measured at 570 nm on a plate reader
(hemolysis due to individual hydrogel components is included
in ESI Fig. 14†). The results showed that the individual effects
of the various hydrogel components resulted in no hemolysis
of the RBCs (Fig. 4). Additionally, the RBCs encapsulated in a
hydrogel network were less hemolyzed than those sonicated
under similar conditions without the protective hydrogel pres-
ence. While each solution with an individual component did
not show aggregation of any RBCs, the experimental con-
ditions showed minimal aggregation in comparison to the
positive controls. These results indicate that the hydrogel
network may act as a protective shield to the RBCs, reducing
the impact of the probe sonication on the cells and thereby
minimizing hemolysis and hemagglutination during degra-
dation. This outcome would prove useful for the suspension of
various bio-components for drug delivery applications where
the intended release location doesn’t have a distinguishable

Fig. 4 Percent hemolysis of red blood cells using a plate reader assay (measured at 570 nm) in the PEG-p-Norb hydrogel system.54 The conditions
for these tests are shown in the adjoining table, the negative control is indicated by the green shade and the positive control is shaded red. The
normal and extended sonication of hydrogels with suspended RBCs resulted in significantly less hemolysis of the RBCs compared to the positive
controls. Error bars represent mean ± SD. p-Values were calculated with Welch’s t-test. * p 0.05.
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pH, is unreachable by thermal means, and cannot be triggered
photochemically due to optical density of the surrounding
tissues.

Conclusions

This work demonstrates the inclusion of a mechanophore unit
(phthalaldehyde) in a PEG-based hydrogel network that facili-
tates degradation of the material at biologically sustainable
conditions. The degradation of these phthalaldehyde-contain-
ing networks results in water soluble products that can be
washed away for applications requiring the removal of a
scaffold and the degradation can be controlled through soni-
cation energy dose. Additionally, the material used in this
work was shown to provide a method for encapsulation of pro-
teins or red blood cells that allows for release from the gel
network without complete denaturation of the proteins or
annihilation of the cells. This provides a means of creating
mechanically degradable crosslinked polymers with similar
chemical and mechanical characteristics to their non-mechan-
ophore functionalized counterparts that could be used in
applications ranging from cell scaffolds to drug delivery
devices. Due to the ability of sonication waves to penetrate bio-
logical tissues more uniformly than heat or light, spatiotem-
poral control can be maintained in the degradation of these
sonication labile networks. The incorporation of a mechano-
phore, specifically a phthalaldehyde, would be readily achieved
in different polymer systems including other biopolymers for
which it would be desirable to make them ultrasound degrad-
able. The phthalaldehyde unit is shown here to be attached to
a PEG macromer through the reaction of an alcohol with an
aldehyde, forming an acetal linkage. This reaction and sub-
sequent incorporation of the phthalaldehyde results in
mechanical lability when the resulting macromer-phthalalde-
hyde unit is polymerized in such a way that the phthalalde-
hyde is located near crosslink junctions so that, upon acti-
vation, the mechanically labile bond results in network
degradation.
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