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Ionic group-dependent structure of complex
coacervate hydrogels formed by ABA triblock
copolymers†

Seyoung Kim, ‡a Jung-Min Kim,‡a Kathleen Woodb and Soo-Hyung Choi *a

This study investigates the nanostructure of complex coacervate core hydrogels (C3Gs) with varying

compositions of cationic charged groups (i.e., ammonium and guanidinium) using small-angle X-ray/

neutron scattering (SAX/NS). C3Gs were prepared by stoichiometric mixing of two oppositely charged

ABA triblock copolymers in aqueous solvents, in which A end-blocks were functionalized with either

sulfonate groups or a mixture of ammonium and guanidinium groups. Comprehensive small-angle

X-ray/neutron scattering (SAX/NS) analysis elucidated the dependence of C3Gs structures on the

fraction of guanidinium groups in the cationic end-block (x) and salt concentration (cs). As x increases,

the polymer volume fraction in the cores, and interfacial tension (gcore) and salt resistance (c*) of the

coacervate cores increase, which is attributed to the greater hydrophobicity and non-electrostatic

association. Furthermore, we observed that the salt dependence of the interfacial tension follows

gcore B (1 � cs/c*)3/2 in all series of x. The results show that the variation of the ionic group provides a

powerful method to control the salt-responsiveness of C3Gs as stimuli-responsive materials.

Introduction

Physical hydrogels formed by ABA triblock copolymers are
fascinating due to their reversible and stimuli-responsive
structures.1 The A end-blocks self-associate to construct physical
junctions (i.e., the core), and the hydrophilic B mid-blocks bridge
between the cores and store the stress under the applied strain.2

Among many examples of associations that are designed
to produce physical junctions, the complex coacervation is
particularly interesting.3 When mixed in aqueous media, two
polyelectrolytes containing opposite charges form the condensed
‘‘coacervate’’ phase by the electrostatic interactions. This
polymer-rich coacervate is inherently multi-responsive due to
the susceptibility of the interactions to the constituting poly-
electrolytes and their counterions.4,5 These complex coacervate
core hydrogels (C3Gs) are well suited for biomedical and bio-
logical applications for several reasons: (1) the reconfigurability
of the coacervate core renders the hydrogels injectable, (2) the

formulation precludes the use of the organic solvent, and (3) the
water-swollen core can store and release hydrophilic and/or
charged compounds.6,7

The nanostructure of C3Gs, including the self-assembly of the
coacervate cores, is pivotal for understanding the mechanical
characteristics of the C3Gs under varying physiological stimuli
such as salinity, pH, and temperature. The phase behavior and
the core structure of C3Gs have mostly been evaluated in relation
to the length of the polyelectrolytes and salt concentration,8–10

which are perceived as universal parameters controlling the
thermodynamics of coacervation.11 With longer polyelectrolyte
end-blocks and lower salt concentrations, the coacervate cores
are more stable and the number of associating end-blocks per
core (i.e., the aggregation number) increases. In weak polyelec-
trolyte end-blocks, pH also controls the charge density, and
thus the core stability and structure.3,12 Studies have also
investigated the correlation between these thermodynamic
features and the viscoelastic behavior of C3Gs: the relaxation
of C3Gs is representatively slower with a longer end-block and
lower salt concentration.8,13 However, less attention has been
paid to the effect of ionic groups in polyelectrolyte end-blocks on
both/either the structure and/or dynamics of C3Gs,14 although
coacervation significantly depends on the specific types of ionic
groups in polyelectrolytes.

Non-electrostatic interactions such as hydrophobic or
specific interactions within polyelectrolytes influence the
coacervate stability and/or the extent of hydration as found in

a Department of Chemical Engineering, Hongik University, Seoul 04066, Republic of

Korea. E-mail: shchoi@hongik.ac.kr
b Australian Centre for Neutron Scattering, Australian Nuclear Science and

Technology Organisation, Lucas Heights, NSW 2234, Australia

† Electronic supplementary information (ESI) available: The molecular character-
izations, critical salt concentration measurements, SAX/NS analysis model and
results, scaling analyses for the free energies, and the interfacial tension table.
See DOI: https://doi.org/10.1039/d2sm00255h

‡ The authors contributed equally to this work.

Received 22nd February 2022,
Accepted 3rd May 2022

DOI: 10.1039/d2sm00255h

rsc.li/soft-matter-journal

Soft Matter

PAPER

Pu
bl

is
he

d 
on

 0
3 

 2
02

2.
 D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
on

 1
6-

10
-2

02
5 

06
:5

0:
43

. 

View Article Online
View Journal  | View Issue

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8351-4925
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4078-6285
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1039/d2sm00255h&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-05-17
https://doi.org/10.1039/d2sm00255h
https://rsc.li/soft-matter-journal
https://doi.org/10.1039/d2sm00255h
https://pubs.rsc.org/en/journals/journal/SM
https://pubs.rsc.org/en/journals/journal/SM?issueid=SM018021


This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2022 Soft Matter, 2022, 18, 4146–4155 |  4147

studies on bulk coacervates,15,16 complex coacervate core
micelles,17 and C3Gs.14 In particular, the interfacial tension
between the coacervates and the aqueous medium, g, depends
on both the electrostatic and non-electrostatic interactions.
The interfacial tension, therefore, directs the self-assembly of
the block copolymers and affects the hydrogel relaxation
dynamics of C3Gs.18,19 Despite the importance of interfacial
tension in the structural and mechanical behavior of C3Gs, an
ultralow magnitude (B an order of 1 mN m�1) necessitates the
use of a specialized measuring technique such as atomic force
microscopy20 or a microfluidic device,21 which is a hurdle in
assessing interfacial tension. Nevertheless, given that self-
assembled structures are coupled with the interfacial tension
of the coacervate cores, we suggest that information about the
interfacial tension can be retrieved from the structural char-
acteristics of the coacervate self-assembly. Thus, a structural
investigation on C3Gs would provide a facile way to assess the
effect of ionic groups on the interfacial tension, along with the
stability and hydration state of the coacervate cores.

In this study, we aim to evaluate the role of ionic groups on
the structure of C3Gs, especially in terms of ion-specific inter-
actions. A series of ABA triblock copolymers was prepared,
where the A end-block included either the cationic or anionic
groups in the repeat units and the B mid-block is hydrophilic
polyethylene oxide (PEO). The cationic triblock copolymers
were prepared by attaching the ammonium (A) and guanidi-
nium (G) groups using various mixing ratios, while the anionic
triblock copolymers were prepared by sulfonate (S) group
functionalization. Previous works, including our efforts, have
found that polyguanidines are less hydrated and result in
stronger ion-pair interactions with anionic polyelectrolytes
than polyamines.22–25 Therefore, as the guanidinium fraction
in the cationic end-block increases, we anticipate stronger
segregation of the coacervate cores and enhanced gel stability
against the addition of external salt, called ‘‘salt resistance.’’
The nanostructures and water content in the coacervate cores
as functions of guanidinium fraction and salt concentration
were characterized by small-angle X-ray and neutron scattering
(SAX/NS). These structural features were further utilized to
assess the interfacial tension at the zero-salt limit and the salt
resistance of the coacervate core based on the scaling description.
Considering the current understanding of complex coacervation,
the results are discussed to provide further insights into the self-
assembled structures driven by the complex coacervation in block
copolymer dispersions.

Experimental section
Materials

A pair of oppositely charged ABA triblock copolymers were
synthesized using anionic ring-opening polymerization of
poly(allyl glycidyl ether-b-ethylene oxide-b-allyl glycidyl ether)
(PAGE-b-PEO-b-PAGE) and subsequent post-polymerization
modification to introduce charged moieties following our
established procedure (Fig. 1(a)).17,19 The allyl glycidyl ether

(AGE, TCI) monomer was degassed through several freeze–
pump–thaw cycles and purified with butyl magnesium chloride
(Sigma-Aldrich). Tetrahydrofuran (THF, Daejung) was purified
and dried using a solvent purification system (Korea Kiyon).
Poly(ethylene oxide) (PEO, Mn = 20 kg mol�1, Sigma-Aldrich)
was dried under vacuum and used as a macro-initiator. Under
inert conditions, PEO was initiated by a potassium naphthale-
nide (Sigma-Aldrich) in a THF solution until a pale green color
appeared. The AGE monomer was added to the reactor and
polymerized at 40 1C for 24 h. Degassed methanol was added
to quench the reaction, and the PAGE-b-PEO-b-PAGE block
copolymer product was isolated by precipitation in n-hexane.

The end-blocks of PAGE were functionalized with cationic
ammonium (A) groups with chloride counterions or anionic
sulfonate (S) groups with sodium counterions by thiol–ene
chemistry. The PAGE-b-PEO-b-PAGE block copolymers and
2,2-dimethoxy-2-phenyl-acetophenone (DMPA, 0.05 equiv. per
alkene group, Sigma-Aldrich) were dissolved in methanol, and
a functional thiol reagent, either cysteamine hydrochloride
(4 equiv. per alkene group, Sigma-Aldrich) or sodium 3-
mercapto-1-propanesulfonate (4 equiv. per alkene group,
Sigma-Aldrich), was dissolved in deionized water. The mixture
of the two solutions was purged with argon, exposed to UV light
for 6 h, and dialyzed with a regenerated cellulose membrane
(Membrane Filtration Products, Inc., MWCO = 6–8 kDa) in pure
water. Then, A- or S-functionalized triblock copolymers were
recovered as a powder by lyophilization.

Guanidination of the ammonium-functionalized block
copolymer was conducted using 1H-pyrazole-1-carboxamidine
hydrochloride (PCA, Sigma-Aldrich) in a phosphate buffer
solution (pH B 12) for 3 days, followed by dialysis and
lyophilization. The degree of guanidination was controlled by
the amount of PCA (0.5, 0.8, 1.6, and 4 equiv. per amino group),
giving cationic triblock copolymers with varying compositions
of functional moieties on the end-blocks (32, 49, 76, and 95%
guanidinium, respectively).

Block copolymers were characterized by a combination of
1H NMR spectroscopy (Unity-Inova 500) and SEC traces
(JASCO). The degree of polymerization of the AGE end-block
was calculated as Nend = 44 (Mn,end = 5.0 kg mol�1) using the
molecular weight of PEO, and the overall molecular weight
distribution of PAGE-b-PEO-b-PAGE was estimated as Ð = 1.06
(Fig. S1, ESI†). Nearly complete conversions in the thiol–ene
reactions were confirmed by the absence of allyl group peaks at
5.8 and 5.2 ppm in the 1H NMR spectra of ammonium- and
sulfonate-functionalized block copolymers (Fig. 1(b)). In addition,
the degree of guanidination in partially guanidinated polymers
was determined as x = 0.32, 0.49, 0.76, and 0.95 by the ratio of
peak areas corresponding to the A and G groups in the 1H NMR
spectra (Fig. 1(b)).

Hydrogel preparation

The anionic and cationic triblock copolymers were dissolved
separately in the aqueous solution of the target NaCl concen-
tration (cNaCl) at a polymer concentration of 8 wt%. Two
solutions were mixed at a 1 : 1 stoichiometric charge ratio
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between the oppositely charged moieties and vortexed vigor-
ously for 20 s at room temperature. As the copolyelectrolytes
were fully neutralized by counterions prior to lyophilization, the
stoichiometric mixing resulted in pH B 7 without additional pH
adjustment, which ensured the complete ionization of the poly-
electrolyte ionic groups, i.e., ammonium, guanidinium, and
sulfonate. Then, the hydrogels were left in sealed vials at 25 1C
for 24 h before taking measurements. Hereafter, the hydrogels
are referred to as Gx + S, where x indicates the percentage of the
guanidinium groups in the cationic end-blocks; x = 0, 0.32, 0.49,
0.76, and 0.95 in this study (Fig. 1(c)).

Small-angle X-ray and neutron scattering (SAX/NS)
SAXS measurements were performed using the 4C SAXS-II
beamline at the Pohang Accelerator Laboratory (PAL), South
Korea.26 A wavelength of l = 0.734 Å and sample-to-detector
distance of 4.3 m were chosen to cover a q range of 0.007 Å�1 o
q o 0.15 Å�1, where the momentum transfer, q, is defined as
q = 4pl�1 sin(y/2). The Gx + S hydrogels were loaded in 1.5 mm
boron-rich capillaries and flame-sealed to prevent water
evaporation, and all measurements were performed at 25 1C.
The samples were exposed to X-ray for at least 3 s, and the two-
dimensional scattering patterns were azimuthally averaged to

Fig. 1 (a) Synthesis of functionalized triblock copolymers with ammonium (A), guanidinium (G), and sulfonate (S) groups. Controlled guanidination
provided cationic triblock copolymers, PolyGx, of mixed A and G groups with varying compositions (x = 0.32, 0.49, 0.76, and 0.95). (b) 1H NMR spectra of
the cationic triblock copolyelectrolytes with partial guanidination. The fraction of guanidinium in the cationic end-block was determined by the peak
areal ratio of d and f, representing the ammonium and guanidinium groups, respectively. (c) Scheme of complex coacervate core hydrogel (C3G)
preparation by mixing PolyGx and PolyS triblock copolymers in aqueous solvents. The salt concentration (cs) and guanidinium composition (x) were
employed to control the C3G structures.
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provide a one-dimensional plot of intensity versus q. Back-
ground scattering obtained from the solvent was subtracted
from the hydrogel scattering and the resulting data were
calibrated to an absolute scale using a glassy carbon reference.

SANS measurements were performed at the Quokka
beamline at the Australian National Science and Technology
Organisation (ANSTO).27 The instrument configuration of a
wavelength l = 6 Å, a wavelength spread (Dl/l) of 0.1, and
sample-to-detector distances of 8 m and 1.3 m were selected to
provide a q range of 0.007 Å�1 o q o 0.4 Å�1. Two-dimensional
scattering images were corrected for detector sensitivity, sam-
ple transmission, empty cell scattering, and sample thickness,
and then azimuthally averaged to produce the I(q) vs. q plot
following standard procedures.28 The scattering intensity was
reduced to an absolute scale using the direct beam flux method,
the two measurements from the two detectors were merged into
a single file, and the coherent scattering intensity was obtained
after subtracting solvent scattering. The Gx + S hydrogels pre-
pared in D2O were placed in demountable quartz cells with a
path length of 2 mm and exposed to the neutron beam for at
least 15 min. All measurements were performed at 25 1C.

Both the SAXS and SANS profiles were fitted with a model
where the ABA triblock copolymer hydrogels were treated as
randomly dispersed spherical cores with polydisperse core
radii and Gaussian chains attached to the core surfaces in the
medium, as reported earlier.19 Knowledge about the X-ray and
neutron scattering length densities (SLDs) of Gx + S coacervate
cores is crucial for the fitting procedure. We estimated these
values using the simultaneous fitting process of SAXS and SANS
profiles with the molecular characteristics of PolyGx and PolyS.
The SLD values of Gx + S cores for neutron and X-ray scattering
are reported in Table 1. The fitting results indicated the core
radius, the inter-core distance, the aggregation number, and
the water fraction in the cores. The detailed fitting model and
SLD estimation are described in the ESI.†

Light scattering

Light scattering experiments were performed using a Nano
Particle Analyzer (SZ-100, HORIBA) to determine the critical
salt concentrations of the Gx + S hydrogels. Aqueous solutions
at a polymer concentration of 2 wt% and varying NaCl concen-
trations were contained in the cuvettes with an optical path of
1 cm and illuminated using a laser with a wavelength of
532 nm. The intensities of the transmitted light and scattered
light at a scattering angle of 901 were recorded at 25 1C.
Normalized transmission was estimated as the ratio of the
transmitted intensity of the sample to that of the solvent.

Results
Hydrogel preparation

Complex coacervate core hydrogels (C3Gs) containing various
fractions of ammonium/guanidinium groups in the cationic
triblock copolymer were prepared by mixing two oppositely
charged ABA triblock copolymer solutions. Complex coacervate
cores were formed by two oppositely charged end-blocks and
connected by neutral hydrophilic PEO blocks in aqueous solvents.
Our previous study revealed that, as the polymer concentration
increases, the triblock copolymer solution mixtures show a transi-
tion from a phase-separated state to a homogeneous viscoelastic
fluid or gel and to an elastic solid.19 At a sufficiently high polymer
concentration (i.e., Z 9 wt%), the spherical coacervate cores are
positioned on a body-centered cubic lattice. In this study, the
polymer concentration was fixed at 8 wt%, where all solution
mixtures form a homogeneous viscoelastic gel regardless of the
degree of guanidination, x, and the added salt concentration,
cNaCl, yet the coacervate cores are still spatially disordered.
Since the functionalized triblock copolymers were derived from
an identical precursor triblock copolymer, only the composition
of ammonium (A) and guanidinium (G) moieties (not the total
number of cations) affects the cNaCl dependent structure of C3Gs.
This synthetic route also minimizes the effects of the backbone
length mismatch29 and the chemical differences in polymer consti-
tuents other than the ionic groups (e.g., backbone hydrophobicity)15

on the coacervation equilibrium and C3G assembly.
Fig. 2 displays the viscoelastic gel-to-sol transition of C3Gs

as a function of x and cNaCl. At cNaCl = 0 M, the G0 + S hydrogels
containing only ammonium groups are significantly deformed
within 20 s after vial inversion, which is consistent with our
previous results.19 In contrast, G0.95 + S hydrogels are nearly
intact upon vial inversion up to cNaCl = 1.2 M. Between these
extremes, the gel-to-sol transition of the Gx + S hydrogels occurs at
higher cNaCl with increasing x, indicating that the relaxation process
of guanidinium-rich C3Gs becomes less salt-responsive. Since the
addition of salt reduces the interaction of the intrinsic ion pairs
or even breaks them and allows more water molecules to swell
and lubricate the coacervate phase,30,31 the chain mobility of the
coacervate phase and thus the hydrogel relaxation process are
enhanced at higher salt concentrations. Consequently, the weaker
salt responsiveness of guanidinium-rich C3Gs indicates that the
guanidinium–sulfonate (G–S) ion pair are harder to break with salt
than the ammonium–sulfonate (A–S) pair,24 leading to slower
relaxation.19,22 A more detailed investigation of the ionic group
effect on the relaxation kinetics will be discussed in a separate study.

The critical salt concentration, c*, above which the coacer-
vate cores are fully disintegrated, is also dependent on x
(Fig. S2, ESI†). Light scattering experiments on diluted mixtures
at 2 wt% provided c* = 0.61 and 1.05 M for G0 + S and G0.32 + S,
respectively, whereas c* could not be determined for the other
hydrogels of higher x because the clear solutions were not
observed at higher cNaCl (up to 3 M). The larger c* for
guanidinium-rich C3Gs is consistent with the weaker salt
responsiveness of guanidinium-rich C3G relaxation. It is noted
that hydrogel relaxation becomes faster as cNaCl approaches c*,

Table 1 Neutron SLD (rN) and X-ray SLD (rX) of the coacervate cores

Sample code rN,pair [10�6 Å�2] rX,pair [10�6 Å�2]

G0 + S 1.31 12.73
G0.32 + S 1.48 12.72
G0.49 + S 1.58 12.72
G0.76 + S 1.72 12.71
G0.95 + S 1.83 12.70
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but the C3Gs are eventually fluidized before reaching c* where
the cores completely disassociate.

Based on the observed behavior of C3Gs, we expect that the
assembly of the coacervate cores and their structural features
are significantly affected by x as well as cNaCl. To verify such
impacts of the ionic group on the C3Gs structure, small-angle
X-ray/neutron scattering measurements were conducted on the
C3Gs prepared at various guanidinium fractions and salt
concentrations.

Small-angle X-ray/neutron scattering (SAX/NS)

Fig. 3 shows the representative SAXS and SANS profiles
obtained from 8 wt% Gx + S hydrogels at cNaCl = 0, 0.2, and
0.4 M. The liquid-like structure peak observed near q* = 0.02–
0.03 Å�1 is attributed to the inter-particle correlation between
the coacervate cores, and the peak position of SAXS and SANS
is nearly identical for each Gx + S hydrogel. In addition, the
intensity fluctuations with the minima near 0.05 Å�1 o qmin o
0.07 Å�1, corresponding to the intra-particle scattering of the
coacervate cores, are clearly observed in the guanidinium-rich
C3Gs. At constant cNaCl, both q* and qmin shift to lower values
with increasing x, indicating a larger inter-core distance and
core dimension. With increasing cNaCl, q* and qmin shift to
higher values and the scattering profiles are gradually smeared
(see Fig. S4–S8, ESI†). While the SAX/NS profiles at cNaCl = 0 M
are nearly independent of x, the significant differences in the
SAX/NS profiles obtained at higher cNaCl exhibit a pronounced
effect on the guanidinium fraction. For ammonium-rich C3Gs,
the minima become less distinguishable at higher cNaCl,
indicating less well-defined core structures. The salt-induced
structural changes become less pronounced at higher x,

implying that the nanostructure in guanidinium-rich C3Gs is
more robust against the salt.

For the structural investigation of hydrogels, SAX/NS inten-
sity profiles were fit using the model function of spherical cores
with corona chains emanating from the core, as described in
the ESI.† To determine the X-ray and neutron scattering length
densities (SLDs) of the coacervates, we sampled the molecular
volumes of the ion pairs (i.e., the physical basic unit of
coacervates). We also performed fitting routines for the SAXS
and SANS data, simultaneously, using X-ray and neutron SLDs
corresponding to the sampled ion pair volumes (see the ESI†
for the detailed formalism). Then, we selected the ion pair
volume and the corresponding SLDs of the ion pairs for which
both SAXS and SANS fitting results showed the best agreement.
The resulting X-ray and neutron SLDs of the coacervate phases
are summarized in Table 1. The estimated neutron SLDs for the
guanidinium–sulfonate (G–S) ion pair show good agreement
with the result of Ortony et al.,32 verifying the reliability of our
SLD evaluation method.

Fig. 4 illustrates the representative fitting results including
the water fraction in the cores, the core radius, the aggregation
number, and the stretching of the PEO corona for the Gx + S
hydrogels as functions of cNaCl determined by both SAXS and
SANS. The complete SAX/NS fitting results are shown in Tables
S3–S10 in the ESI.† Note that the SAXS and SANS fitting results
show close agreement and present qualitatively similar trends
as functions of the salinity and the guanidinium fraction. At
cNaCl = 0 M, the water fractions in the core, fcore,water, coincide
with thermogravimetrically measured values in our previous
study:24 fcore,water = 0.6 and 0.4 for the A + S and G + S bulk
coacervates which are analogous to G0 + S and G0.95 + S
hydrogels, respectively. Furthermore, fcore,water systematically
decreases as x increases at constant cNaCl. This behavior poten-
tially indicates that the guanidinium group is more hydropho-
bic than the ammonium group (as discussed below).24

With increasing cNaCl, the dissociation of the polyelectrolyte–
polyelectrolyte ion pairs led to the enhanced hydration of
coacervate phases as signified by the increase in fcore,water. This
is accompanied by the simultaneous decreases in the core
radius, Rcore, and the aggregation number, defined as the total
number of end-blocks per core, Nagg = (1 � fcore,water)(4p/3)
Rcore

3/vcore, where vcore is the average molecular volume of the
polyelectrolyte chains (see Fig. 4(b) and (c)). Both indicate a
lower interfacial tension between the core and the aqueous
medium, gcore, (i.e., milder segregation of the coacervate phases at
higher salinity). Furthermore, the sensitivity of Rcore to cNaCl is
weaker at higher x, reflecting that the polyelectrolyte–polyelectro-
lyte ion pairs become more robust against the salt as more
ammonium is replaced with guanidinium. Without added salt
(cNaCl = 0), the hydrogels have a similar magnitude of Rcore

regardless of x. However, as cNaCl increases, Rcore rapidly decreases
for the ammonium-rich hydrogels but remains nearly constant for
the guanidinium-rich hydrogels. The cNaCl dependence of Nagg

shows a similar trend, as Nagg is closely related to Rcore.
The extent of stretching of PEO chains in the ‘‘bridging’’

conformation state was evaluated by comparing the effective

Fig. 2 Representative photographs of 8 wt% Gx + S hydrogels at cNaCl = 0,
0.6 and 1.2 M. Vials were inverted for 20 s before the snapshot was taken.
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corona thickness, Rcorona = Rhs � Rcore, and the chain dimen-
sion of PEO in the unperturbed state. Here, Rhs is the effective
hard-sphere radius determined from the SAX/NS model fitting
as a measure of the overall micelle radius, i.e., the distance
from the center of the core to the midpoint of the PEO corona
chains bridging the cores. The dimensionless parameters of
PEO chain stretching, defined as sPEO = Rcorona/Rg, decrease
with increasing cNaCl, as shown in Fig. 4(d), where Rg = 4.4 nm is
the radius of gyration of the PEO mid-block (20 kDa) in an
aqueous solvent.33 This finding signifies that larger aggregates
(and therefore a larger gap distance between the neighboring
cores) are formed at lower salinity, which reduces the inter-
facial area per chain at the expense of a higher entropic penalty
of stretching for the bridging chains.34 In addition, sPEO

becomes less sensitive to cNaCl for the guanidinium-rich

hydrogels, which is consistent with the weaker salt responsive-
ness of the C3G structure as characterized by fcore,water and Rcore.
All thermodynamic and structural characteristics of Gx + S
hydrogels are found to be less sensitive to the salt as the
guanidinium content increases.

Discussion

Scattering analysis of Gx + S hydrogels clearly showed that the
coacervate cores become less hydrated and the extent of hydra-
tion ( fcore,water) is less sensitive to salt as more guanidinium
groups are incorporated in the cationic end-blocks. Based on
the scattering analysis including fcore,water, Rcore, and Nagg, we
present a simple estimation of the interfacial tension of the

Fig. 3 SAXS and SANS profiles for 8 wt% Gx + S hydrogels at cNaCl = 0, 0.2, and 0.4 M, where x denotes the molar percentage of the guanidinium moiety
over total cations in the end-block of the triblock copolymer. Solid curves represent the best fit to the fitting model. Data and curves are vertically shifted
for clarity.
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coacervate cores, gcore, supported by classical scaling theories
for general block copolymer micelles.35–37 The gcore reflects the
thermodynamic cost of mixing incompatible phases and is a
driving force of the self-assembly in triblock copolymer hydrogels.
It is noted that the scaling theory for the hairy micelles suggested
by Daoud and Cotton is used for our scaling analysis. The
estimated free energy per chain due to the excluded volume effect
in the corona, Fcorona, is almost twice as large as the estimated free
energy per chain due to the core block stretching, Fcore, in our
system35,36 (see Fig. S9, ESI†).

Following the formalism for the hairy micelles,36 Fcore is
omitted and only Fcorona and the interfacial energy per chain,
Fint, are considered to calculate the total free energy per chain
involved in the hydrogels,

Ftotal E Fcorona + Fint B p1/2kBT + gcoreRcore
2p�1, (1)

where p is the number of ‘‘arms’’ emanating from the core (i.e.,
p = Nagg), kBT is the thermal energy, and Rcore is the core radius.
The proportionality of the core volume, Vcore B Rcore

3 B pNa3/
fcore,pol, transforms eqn (1) into the following equation:

Ftotal B p1/2kBT + gcorea2fcore,pol
�2/3N2/3p�1/3, (2)

where fcore,pol = 1 � fcore,water is the polymer fraction in the core,
N is the degree of polymerization of the end-block, and a is the
average monomer size of the end-block. Minimization of Ftotal

with respect to p gives the scaling result,

p B (gcorea2/kBT)6/5fcore,pol
�4/5N4/5, (3)

which is consistent with the scaling results derived by
Rumyantsev et al. for complex coacervate core micelles.38

To further extend eqn (3) to a readily available form of the
interfacial tension, we define the parameter, g = p5/6fcore,pol

2/3 B
gcorea2N2/3/kBT.

Fig. 5 displays g as a function of the overall salt concen-
tration, cs, at different x values based on the SAXS results, where
cs represents both the added salt (i.e., cNaCl) and the counter-
ions originally attached to the block copolymers. Previously
Qin et al. proposed g B (1 � cs/c*)3/2 to illustrate the salt
dependence of the coacervate interfacial tension,39 and this
functional form successfully captured the experimental data
over a wide range of cs.

20,21 Since g is linearly proportional to
gcore, the dotted lines in Fig. 5 are the best fits to the model
function of g = g0(1 � cs/c*)3/2, in which the reduced interfacial
tension at zero-salt limit (cs = 0), g0, and the critical salt
concentration, c*, were used as fitting parameters. Since the
equation proposed by Qin et al. is originally constructed for a
weak-segregation limit and considers only the electrostatic
interaction,39 a good agreement with our experimental data
reflects that the electrostatic interaction is dominant to control
the C3G structure within our experimental conditions.

Furthermore, the monomers containing either ammonium
or guanidinium groups do not differ much in size; the
molecular volumes of the A–S and G–S ion pairs were evaluated
as vpair = 0.55 and 0.60 nm3, respectively. Therefore, we
assume that the monomer size, a, is constant regardless of
the guanidinium content, and so is the proportionality
factor, defined as a = gcore/g B a�2. Using the reference value

Fig. 4 SAXS (closed symbols) and SANS (open symbols) fit results from G0 + S (purple/hexagons), G0.32 + S (blue/diamonds), G0.49 + S (green/triangles),
G0.76 + S (brown/squares), and G0.95 + S (red/circles) hydrogels as functions of the added salt concentration. (a) Water fraction in the coacervate core,
(b) core radius, (c) aggregation number, and (d) dimensionless parameter of the PEO chain stretching.

Soft Matter Paper

Pu
bl

is
he

d 
on

 0
3 

 2
02

2.
 D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
on

 1
6-

10
-2

02
5 

06
:5

0:
43

. 
View Article Online

https://doi.org/10.1039/d2sm00255h


This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2022 Soft Matter, 2022, 18, 4146–4155 |  4153

of gcore = 1.4 mN m�1 for the G0 + S hydrogel at cs = 0.1 M from
our previous study,19 a = 0.16 mN m�1 was obtained and used
to evaluate the gcore and the interfacial tension at the zero-salt
limit, gcore,0 = ag0. The results, gcore,0 and c*, are displayed as
functions of x in Fig. 6 and tabulated in Table S11 (ESI†).

The interfacial tension of the complex coacervate phases
retrieved from the core structures gives valuable information
about the ion-specificity of the coacervate cores. As shown in
Fig. 6(a), gcore,0 increases with the guanidinium fraction x
despite the same polyelectrolyte lengths and charge densities.
This finding is attributed to the greater hydrophobicity of
guanidinium than ammonium and the stronger non-
electrostatic interaction between the G–S ion pair than the A–S
ion pair. The guanidinium group is a poorly hydrated cation due
to its broadly delocalized surface charge and exposed water-
deficient hydrophobic surface resulting in the parallel stacking
of like-charged ions.40,41 In addition, the formation of multiple
hydrogen bonds was proposed as a possible reason for the
stronger ion pair interaction involving guanidinium groups.23,24

The inset in Fig. 6(a) shows a linear correlation between
gcore,0 and the polymer fraction in the coacervate core at the
zero-salt limit, fcore,pol,0, which was obtained from the linear

extrapolation from the data in Fig. 4(a) to cs = 0. Recently,
Rumyantsev et al. reported the scaling relationships, fpol,0 B u4/7

s8/7v�5/7 and g0 B u6/7s12/7v�4/7, for the complex coacervates in salt-
free good solvent (v 4 0), where u = lB/a = (e2/e0erkBT)/a is the
dimensionless Bjerrum length, s is the charge density of polyelec-
trolyte, and v = B/a3 is the dimensionless second virial coefficient
for the monomeric interactions.42 Since u and s are fixed in the
present system, the scaling relationships qualitatively agree with
our results that both fpol,0 and g0 increase with x through the
reduction in v (i.e., the overall coacervate becomes more hydro-
phobic). This finding is also consistent with general observations
in which a polyelectrolyte with a greater hydrophobicity led to a
lower water fraction in the coacervate phases.16,43,44 Moreover,
given that only v changes with x, g0/fpol,0 B u2/7s4/7v1/7 leads to
the observed linearity (i.e., gcore,0 B fpol,0) since the exponent for
v is negligibly small.

Fig. 6(b) shows that c* increases with x, which is consistent
with previous reports in which the greater salt resistance of
coacervates at a higher guanidinium content is attributed to the
hydrophobic nature of guanidinium groups.22,24 Although
the difference in the pKa of ammonium and guanidinium
(pKa = 9.2 and 13.6 for ammonium and guanidinium chloride,
respectively) was previously pointed out to account for the
different salt resistance,14 the pH B 7 in the present study
ensures a negligible difference in the degree of ionization in
both the ammonium and guanidinium groups. We note that
increasing c* with enhanced hydrophobicity in homologous
polyelectrolytes was also reported by others, where the hydro-
phobicity was controlled by the length of alkyl chains per
charged repeat unit43 or copolymerization of hydrophobic
moieties with ionic monomers.44

The critical salt concentrations obtained from the fit, c*, are
consistent with the light scattering measurements of c* =
0.61 M and 1.05 M for G0 + S and for G0.32 + S, respectively,
within experimental errors. However, the light scattering failed
to detect c* at a higher x. Specifically, the complete disintegra-
tion of the coacervate cores into weakly scattering single chains
was not found below cs o 3 M. We attribute this phenomenon to
the self-associative interactions of guanidinium-rich polyelectrolyte
blocks, such as hydrophobicity and p–p interactions,45,46 which

Fig. 5 Dimensionless parameter for the interfacial tension, g = p5/6fcore,pol
2/3,

as a function of the overall salt concentration for G0 + S (purple/hexagons),
G0.32 + S (blue/diamonds), G0.49 + S (green/triangles), G0.76 + S (brown/
squares), and G0.95 + S (red/circles). The dashed lines are the best fits to the
model function of g = g0(1 � cs/c*)3/2.

Fig. 6 Effects of the guanidinium fraction, x, on (a) the interfacial tension at the zero-salt limit, gcore,0, and (b) the critical salt concentration, c*, of the
complex coacervates. The inset in (a) compares gcore,0 with the polymer fraction in the coacervate core at the zero-salt limit, fcore,pol,0.
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drives phase separation at high salinity where the electrostatic
self-repulsion is screened out.24 This ‘‘salting-out’’ behavior is
believed to occur simultaneously with the dissociation of
complex coacervation, thereby interfering with the determina-
tion of c* using light scattering. This observation suggests a
promising future avenue to investigate the behavior of poly-
electrolytes containing guanidinium.

Conclusion

The effect of the ionic group on the complex coacervate core
hydrogel (C3Gs) structure was investigated using small-angle
X-ray/neutron scattering (SAX/NS) experiments using a detailed
fitting model. A series of ABA triblock copolyelectrolytes,
with various cationic compositions of the ammonium and
guanidinium groups or anionic sulfonate group, was prepared
by anionic ring-opening polymerization and post-polymerization
modification. We achieved consistency between the SAXS and
SANS results obtained from all C3G samples by adjusting the
partial molecular volumes of the ion pairs evaluated. As the salt
concentration increases and the guanidinium fraction decreases,
the core size and the aggregation number decrease, and the
water fraction in the coacervate cores increases. This is mainly
attributed to the weaker ion-pair interaction and thus the
reduced interfacial tensions of the complex coacervate cores,
gcore. Based on the structural parameters obtained from SAX/NS
analyses, we estimated the gcore with the help of a classical
scaling model for the block copolymer micelles and observed
that the scaling of gcore B g0(1 � cs/c*)3/2 shows good agreement
with our experimental data. In addition, g0 and the critical salt
concentrations, c*, increase with an increasing guanidinium
fraction, which is attributed to the more hydrophobic nature
and stronger hydrogen bonding in the guanidinium group than
in the ammonium group. Overall, the systematic investigation of
C3Gs with varying guanidinium compositions provides insights
into the effect of an ionic group on the structures of C3Gs and
analogous coacervate-driven self-assemblies.
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