Volume 4
Number 1
January 2026
Pages 1-454

RSC
Applied Polymers

rsc.li/RSCApplPolym

ISSN 2755-371X

™ 20YAL SOCIETY bAPER
“ OF CH EMISTRY Elizabeth R. Gillies, Helen Tran et al.

Poly(ethyl glyoxylate)-derived self-immolative elastomers



¥ ROYAL SOCIETY
P OF CHEMISTRY

RSC
Applied Polymers

View Article Online

View Journal | View Issue

Poly(ethyl glyoxylate)-derived self-immolative

‘ '.) Check for updates
‘ elastomers

Cite this: RSC Appl. Polym., 2026, 4,
205

xb.c

+2 Chuanfeng Li, @ ¥° Adnan Sharif,? Elizabeth R. Gillies

*a.d

Anna L. Watson,
and Helen Tran

The development of degradable elastic materials has become important to reduce waste and develop
transient devices. Most degradable elastomers have issues with uncontrolled and random degradation
and poor storage stability. Self-immolative polymers (SIPs) can offer stabilization and triggered depoly-
merization through stimuli-responsive end-caps. In this paper, we describe the crosslinking of poly(ethyl
glyoxylate) (PEtG), a SIP with UV and acid labile end-caps, to create an elastic polymer network. The
material withstood strains up to 100 percent before failure in our pull to break tests and was able to with-
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stand up to 10 repeated strains of 20 percent with little change to the stress strain curve. The material was
then exposed to degradation conditions where UV light triggered partial degradation and 1 molar hydro-
chloric acid degraded it fully. The controlled degradability and mechanical properties of this material rep-
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Introduction

Self-immolative polymers (SIPs), notable for their ability to
depolymerize from head to tail after end-cap cleavage, are well
suited to applications such as tissue engineering, drug delivery,
and transient electronics, where it is important for the material
to degrade in a controlled manner."” While there are various
degradable polymers, the ability to control and trigger their
degradation is limited, with most relying on gradual and
random breakdown in the presence of water or enzymes,*”
creating a variety of end products and oligomers. In contrast,
the incorporation of stimuli-responsive end-caps onto low
ceiling temperature SIPs enables them to depolymerize back to
monomers on command.® Depending on the end-caps used,
they can respond to a wide array of stimuli including changes in
pH,>° light,"" force,"* enzymes'®™” and temperature.'® >
While SIPs have been used in a wide variety of applications
such as drug delivery>'>** and signal amplification in
sensors,”* there are few examples of their use in bulk
materials. Of these, the materials are either rigid and crystal-
line,>® or stretchable but not elastic.>’” For example, the
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resent a step towards sustainable transient devices.

Phillips group was able to selectively depolymerize a solid state
poly(benzyl ether) in the presence of polystyrene and polyethyl-
ene,*® and the White, Sottos and Moore groups were able to
maintain mechanical properties of a cyclic PPA and carbon
fiber composite after rounds of depolymerization and repro-
cessing.?® In biomedical applications such as tissue engineer-
ing or wearable electronics, it is important for the materials
used to conform to their surroundings and match the mechan-
ical properties of the tissues they are in contact with.>?™?

In addition to elastic and stretchable mechanical pro-
perties, it is important that the materials have benign degra-
dation products. Many SIPs have degradation products that are
likely toxic, including quinone methides® and o-phthalalde-
hyde.** Polyglyoxylates comprise a promising class of SIPs
popularized by the Gillies lab.?® In particular, poly(ethyl glyox-
ylate) (PEtG) and its derivatives such as polyglyoxylamides have
been shown to exhibit low toxicity to cells and environmental
organisms.***® In addition, PEtG has pendent ester moieties
allowing for easy crosslinking along the backbone.

In this work, we crosslinked PEtG with a diamine to create
an elastic polymer network. By using o-nitrobenzyl and triphe-
nylmethyl (trityl) end-caps on the PEtG, the resulting elasto-
mers can be degraded on demand with either acidic pH or
ultraviolet (UV) light. For demonstration purposes, trityl was
selected as a moderate acidic pH sensitive end-cap. We demon-
strate the network’s stretchable properties with pull to break
stress strain curves and its elastic properties with cycling tests.
Stress relaxation tests show modest deformation before pla-
teauing. Finally, we exposed the materials to UV light and
acidic pH to demonstrate its degradability.
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Results and discussion
Materials synthesis and characterization

PEtG (Fig. 1A) was synthesized by polymerization of ethyl
glyoxylate at —20 °C using NEt; as a proton transfer catalyst®
(Fig. S1). 4,5-Dimethoxy-2-nitrobenzyl alcohol was used as the
initiator to enable depolymerization to be triggered by UV
light.*® The polymers were end-capped with pH-labile trityl
ethers by reaction with trityl trifluoroacetate. Two different
chain lengths were targeted to examine the resulting effects on
the material properties. Size exclusion chromatography (SEC)
analysis in THF relative to poly(methyl methacrylate) (PMMA)
standards indicated that one polymer had a number average
molar mass (M,) of 4.7 kg mol™ and a dispersity (P) of 1.63,
while the other polymer had an M, of 7.9 kg mol™" and P of
1.49. '"H NMR spectroscopic analyses showed a degree of
polymerization (DP,,) of 54 for the 4.7 kg mol™" PEtG and 89
for the 7.9 kg mol™" PEtG, in reasonable agreement with the
SEC analysis. These polymers are referred to as the 5k and 8k
polymers in the subsequent discussion.

After synthesis the PEtG was crosslinked with 4,7,10-trioxa-
1,13-tridecanediamine through amidation reactions on the
pendent esters.”’ This crosslinking reaction was confirmed
through Fourier transform infrared (FTIR) spectroscopy based
on the appearance of an amide C=O0 stretch at 1650 cm™ " and
N-H stretch at 3400 cm™" (Fig. 2A). The crosslinking was per-
formed in a 37 mm by 14 mm by 3 mm Teflon mold as seen in
Fig. S2E. The resulting strip was then cut into smaller strips
using a 3D printed jig to provide samples for tensile testing
(Fig. S2).
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Limited starting material created a need for customized
sample preparation. Most American Society for Testing and
Materials (ASTM) guides call for dog bones that are multiple
centimeters long and therefore commercial dies to cut
samples are all quite large. Having materials that are already
quite soft, the samples needed to be thick enough for the
instrument to read a force output in the working range of the
load cells. This would require large amounts of polymer
material for each test. To create consistent samples, a 3D
printed scaffold was used to hold two razorblades in shape.
Another piece was printed to slot into the top to hold the
sample and create a guide for the cutting lines (Fig. S2). The
resulting sample was a strip narrower in the middle and
thicker on the edges to encourage fracture in the center
similar to a dog bone. Additionally, some material needed to
be cut from either end to remove thicker ends created by the
meniscus induced in the Teflon mold.

Variations in polymer length, crosslinking density, and
strain rate were explored to give an understanding of the
variety of material properties that could be achieved.
Crosslinking density was explored first as it generally corre-
lates with the moduli of polymer networks.*> Materials were
tested at 7, 10 and 20 mole percent crosslinker with respect to
pendent ethyl ester (Fig. 2B). Lower crosslinking percentages
did not provide enough structure to create solid materials with
7 percent being the lowest that could be tested as a solid,
giving a Young’s modulus of 1.1 MPa. At higher percentages of
crosslinker, the materials became brittle. For example, 20
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(A) Crosslinking of PEtG with a diamine to create crosslinked polymer network. (B) Depolymerization triggered by UV light or acid and sub-

sequent hydrolysis of the product. (C) Scheme to show the stretching and degradation of the bulk material. (D) Representative example stress strain

curve for the crosslinked material.
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Fig. 2 (A) FTIR spectroscopy of PEtG alone (green), crosslinked (black) and UV degraded after crosslinking (grey). (B) Stress strain curve of 5k PEtG

crosslinked with 7, 10 and 20 percent diamine to ethyl ester moiety. (C) Stress strain curves for 5k and 8k PEtG crosslinked with 10 mol percent
diamine at strain rates from 0.1 to 5.0 mm s™*. (D) Four different batches of 5k PETG crosslinked with 10 mol percent diamine for comparison. (E) 10
cycles straining the 5k PEtG crosslinked with 10 mol percent diamine to 20 percent. (F) Stress relaxation test for 5k PEtG crosslinked with 10 mol

percent diamine strained to 10 percent and held 100 s then to 20 percent

percent crosslinker resulted in materials with a Young’s
modulus of 7.6 MPa while only reaching 27 percent elongation
at break. Additionally, the material fractured during the cross-
linking making it difficult to find enough unbroken area to
create a testable sample. Thus, 10 percent crosslinker was
found to provide a good balance of the desired elastic pro-
perties while not being too brittle and giving a Young’s
modulus of 1.4 MPa. Strain rate was not found to have much
of an effect on the stress strain curve in the range of 0.1 mm
s~' to 5 mm s~ and no consistent trends were observed indi-
cating a lower tendency to creep (Fig. 2C). While there was
some batch-to-batch variation (Fig. 2D), the 5k polymer tended
to provide more consistent materials so it was chosen to be
used in further testing. In comparing networks made using 8k
PEtG with the 5k there did seem to be a small decrease in the
Young’s modulus, but this is within the error associated with
batch-to-batch variation - four batches made separately from
5k PEtG showed Young’s modulus of 1.38 + 0.250 MPa and
coefficient of variation of 18.1%. Since the same mole percent
of crosslinker relative to the pendent ethyl esters of PEtG was
used in both materials, it was expected that the materials
would behave similarly.

To better understand the mechanical properties of the 10%
crosslinked 5k material, it was tested for stress strain cycling
as well as stress relaxation. The materials were able to main-

© 2026 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry

and held for 100 s.

tain their integrity for up to ten cycles at 20 percent elonga-
tion. While there was a reduction in modulus from the 1% to
the 2™ cycles, this can be attributed to the Mullin’s effect
wherein the polymer strands rearrange, absorbing some of the
force in the first loading cycle.*® There is some hysteresis seen
in the loop, meaning the material is not perfectly elastic over
the time scale used, however a rest of 20 s between cycles
allows for almost a full recovery and a very similar hysteresis
loop over 10 cycles (Fig. 2E). The materials also exhibit some
stress relaxation over the course of 100 seconds (Fig. 2F). At
both 10 percent and 20 percent strain there is first a sharp dip
and then a plateau where the material requires 10 percent or 9
percent less force, respectively, to maintain the strain.

UV and acid degradation

Exposure to UV light degraded both the mechanical properties
and the surface of the polymer network. A single 4 h exposure
caused a sharp and then more gradual decrease in Young’s
modulus over the course of days (Fig. 3A). As expected, the
370 nm UV light cleaved the o-nitrobenzyl ether group, initiat-
ing the depolymerization of the polymer backbone (Fig. 1B)
and weakening the bulk material. Notably the Young’s
modulus decreased from 1.4 MPa to 0.5 MPa over the course
of 12 days (Fig. 3A and B). Scanning electron microscopy
(SEM) indicated some surface structure arising from the

RSC Appl. Polym., 2026, 4, 205-210 | 207
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(A) Stress strain curve showing pull to break tests before UV exposure, 6 days after UV exposure and 12 days after UV exposure (B) and the

respective Young's moduli. (C) DART-MS of the 5k 10 mol percent crosslinked PEtG after acid exposure. (D) SEM of the 5k 10 mole percent cross-
linked PEtG before and after UV exposure. (E) Photographs at timepoints during exposure to varied concentrations of hydrochloric acid.

material preparation before exposure to UV light, which
seemed to be lost after, indicating surface degradation
(Fig. 3D). Due to the photo darkening and the thickness of
tested materials, the UV light was likely unable to fully pene-
trate the center, which drastically slowed the degradation of
the material. On the other hand, the acid labile trityl group
may also contribute to absorb the UV light and further reduce
the penetration efficiency. This might be remedied with
thinner films or a pH sensitive end-cap without absorptions in
similar wavelength regions.

Exposure to acid had a more immediate and substantial
effect on the network structure with complete degradation
observed by 16 hours at all acid concentrations (Fig. 3E). This
complete degradation was likely facilitated by the swelling of
the network in acetone, such that the acid was able to pene-
trate through the material, cleaving the trityl end-caps and
initiating depolymerization. Even concentrations as low as 1 M
hydrochloric acid (HCl) were capable of inducing fast degra-
dation and it is expected that even lower concentrations would
degrade the material, albeit at a slower rate. The materials
were also exposed to trifluoracetic acid (TFA) with similar con-
centrations degrading the material more quickly (Fig. S5).
Direct analysis in real time mass spectrometry (DART-MS) indi-
cated the degradation into multiple expected products includ-
ing fragments of the ethyl glyoxylate monomer derivatives,
their hydrates, and fragments related to the end-caps, such as
nitrotoluene and the triphenylmethyl cation (Fig. 3C).
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soluble sample for NMR analysis. (B) Depolymerization of PEtG with
appended monoamine on exposure to UV light. (C) Zooms of NMR
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onday 1, 7 and 14.
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Monoamine degradation

To better understand and monitor the degradation, PEtG was
exposed to a monoamine (2-methoxyethylamine) to create a
control with solution processability. As expected, the reaction
resulted in a viscous liquid, similar to the starting material as
no crosslinking occurred. The resulting material dissolved
readily in CD,Cl,, which we used to monitor the degradation
via nuclear magnetic resonance (NMR) spectroscopy. An alde-
hyde peak, which is indicative of the expected depolymeriza-
tion products, emerged in the first day after exposure to UV
light (Fig. 4B and C). Over the course of 14 days the ratio of
the integral of the aldehyde peak to that of the backbone
peaks increased as expected, though the actual integration of
the aldehyde peak plateaued (Fig. S4B). This plateau effect is
likely due to similar penetration issues as were observed in the
crosslinked material. Additionally, ethyl glyoxylate, the main
depolymerization product, is volatile and may evaporate unless
exposed to water which traps the molecule in the non-volatile
hydrate form.

Conclusions

In conclusion, we developed a triggerable SIP network with
stretchable and elastic properties. The linear polymer was
crosslinked to form a network by a simple treatment with a
diamine. This allowed for control over the crosslink density
and consequent material properties. The material was demon-
strated to change very little over the course of 10 cycles of
stress to 20 percent strain. In addition, stress relaxation
studies showed a quick drop in strain before plateauing for a
total of a 10 percent decrease in stress. These tests demon-
strated the first instance of a stretchable and elastic SIP
material. In addition to studying the mechanical properties,
the material’s ability to degrade was also explored. It was
degraded through the cleavage of o-nitrobenzyl or trityl end-
caps with UV light or acid respectively, which triggered the
depolymerization of poly(ethyl glyoxylate). While depolymeri-
zation didn’t proceed to completion using UV light, submer-
sion in an HCI solution allowed for rapid and complete degra-
dation. We envision that the polymer degradation properties
can be further improved by replacing the trityl end-cap with
non-aromatic pH sensitive end-caps (e.g. ethyl vinyl ether) to
enhance UV penetration of the materials. In addition, different
depolymerization stimuli can be incorporated by varying the
end-cap. We anticipate that mechanical properties can be
further tuned using different diamine crosslinkers. This is a
step towards transient devices that can be degraded and poten-
tially recycled.
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