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DETERMINATION OF THE SURFACE
TENSION COEFFICIENT OF POLYMER GEL

A method for determining the surface tension coefficient at the sol-gel phase interface in the
polymer solution is proposed. The required value is calculated on the basis of the temperature
dependence of the gel phase volume fraction formed during the sol-gel transition. The method
has been tested using the hydroxypropyl cellulose aqueous solution. In particular, the gel phase
volume fraction is determined by measuring the temperature dependence of the solution turbid-
ity. Using the proposed method, it is found that the surface tension coefficient of the examined
solution decreases, if ions of group-I alkali metals (Li, Na, and K chlorides) are introduced,
which agrees with the classical theory of electrocapillary phenomena in solutions.
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1. Introduction

It is known [1–3] that the polymer solution can ex-
ist in two phase states: the gel and sol phases. The
fundamental difference between them is that polymer
chains form a connected polymer network in the gel
phase, whereas such a network is absent in the sol
phase (see Fig. 1; here polymer chains are depicted
by curves, colored circles stand for network nodes,
and hollow ones for solvent molecules).

The study of the structure and properties of poly-
mer gels is a promising and actively developed sci-
entific direction. Information about the properties of
polymer networks is necessary for the development
of technologies in food industry, the fabrication of
personal hygiene products and drugs, the creation
of functional composite materials, and so forth (see
works [4,5] and references therein). Polymer networks
can be used as detectors to determine the presence of
a small amount of ionic impurities in the solution,
which is important for the development of water pu-
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rification systems. But the most important circum-
stance making the mentioned researches extremely
challenging is the fact that polymer networks are in-
gredients of the human body.

The collagen network serves as a framework for bio-
tissues that ensures their elasticity and strength. The
regeneration of damaged biotissue begins precisely
from the formation of such a network. As was shown
in work [6], it is this process that provides the adhe-
sion between biotissue sections, when they are joined
together making use of electric welding. Furthermore,
a fibrin network arises at blood clotting and is a part
of blood clots [7]. By their microstructure, networks
of polymer hydrogels are similar to the intercellular
matrix in a lot of body tissues, and they can imi-
tate its physical, chemical, and mechanical properties
[8]. Due to their unique properties, polymer hydrogels
have become widely used in ophthalmology [9, 10],
wound healing [11,12], tissue engineering [13,14], and
drug delivery systems [15, 16].

The gel and sol phases can coexist under certain
conditions. An important characteristic of the gel is
the surface tension coefficient 𝜎 at the interface be-



Yu.F. Zabashta, V.I. Kovalchuk, O.S. Svechnikova et al.

a b
Fig. 1. Schematic structure of the gel (𝑎) and sol (𝑏) phases

tween both phases. However, the experimental deter-
mination of the values of this coefficient for gels is
not a trivial task. Really, it is known that, according
to their mechanical properties, gels occupy an inter-
mediate position between liquids and solids. Unlike
liquids, the shear modulus of which equals zero, gels
are ascribed non-zero values of this parameter. Ho-
wever, the shear modulus of gels is much lower than
that of solids.

Due to the indicated differences, the conventional
experimental methods for determining 𝜎, which were
developed for liquids or solids, are practically inappli-
cable in the case of gels. In this article, a method for
determining the surface tension coefficient 𝜎 at the
interface between the sol and gel phases is proposed.

2. Formalism

The proposed method is based on the well-known fact
from the physics of phase transitions that the coeffi-
cient of surface tension between two phases affects the
kinetics of the phase transition between them.

Let the sol and gel phases be denoted by the letters
A and B, respectively. We consider phases A and B to
be some continuums for which the spatial scale sub-
stantially exceeds the critical nucleus size [17]. In the
framework of this assumption and for the case where
the temperature of the system 𝑇 changes linearly in
time, i.e.,

𝑇 = 𝑇0 + 𝑣𝑡, (1)

where 𝑇0 is the temperature at which phases A and
B are in equilibrium, and 𝑣 is the heating rate, the
following formula was obtained [17]:

ln 𝜃A(𝑇 ) = −𝐷(𝑇 − 𝑇0)
3(1+𝛼) exp

[︂
− 𝑀

(𝑇 − 𝑇0)2

]︂
, (2)

where 𝜃A is the volume fraction occupied by phase A,
𝛼 is the scale dimension of aggregates in phase B, and
𝐷 is a constant. The quantity 𝑀 is determined by the
expression

𝑀 =
16𝜋𝑇0

3𝑘B

𝜎3

𝜆2
, (3)

where 𝑘B is the Boltzmann constant, 𝜎 is the surface
tension coefficient at the phase interface, and 𝜆 is the
heat of phase transition per unit volume.

The scale dimension 𝛼 is determined by the for-
mula [18]

𝛼 =
𝑑(ln𝑁(𝑅))

𝑑(ln𝑅)
, (4)

where 𝑅 is the aggregate size, and 𝑁(𝑅) is the num-
ber of structural units in the aggregate.

One of the most applied methods to study the ki-
netics of gel formation is the measurement of the solu-
tion transparency (see, for example, work [1]), which
is proportional to the volume fraction of phase A, 𝜃A.

The theory [17] can be used in two ways to ex-
perimentally obtain information about surface ten-
sion. The first variant involves the following sequence
of stages:

1) by measuring the solution transparency, the ex-
perimental dependence 𝜃A(𝑇 ) is determined;

2) substituting this dependence into the left-hand
side of formula (2), the values of the parameters 𝑀
and 𝑇0 are calculated;

3) using the calorimetric method, the value of 𝜆 is
determined;

4) by substituting the found values of 𝑀 , 𝑇0, and
𝜆 into formula (3), the surface tension coefficient 𝜎 is
calculated.

The second variant is used in comparative stud-
ies. Let us consider two solutions: the original solu-
tion and a solution with a structure different from
the original one. Let 𝜎1 and 𝜎′ denote the coefficients
of surface tension at the interface between phases A
and B in the former and latter solutions, respec-
tively. As the relative surface tension coefficient, we
take the quantity

𝜉 = 𝜎′/𝜎1. (5)

Let the condition

|𝜆1 − 𝜆′| ≤ Δ𝜆 (6)
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hold, where 𝜆1 and 𝜆′ are the heats of the transi-
tion A → B in the former and latter solutions, re-
spectively, and Δ𝜆 is the experimental determination
error of the transition heat. Condition (6) obviously
means that the heats of the A → B transition in both
solutions are practically identical.

The second variant consists of the following stages:
1) by measuring the transparency of the original

solution and the solution with the changed structure,
we obtain the corresponding dependences 𝜃A(𝑇 );

2) using those dependences and formula (2), we
calculate two values of the parameter 𝑀 , namely, 𝑀1

for the original solution and 𝑀 ′ for the solution with
the changed structure;

3) taking condition (6) into account and bearing in
mind expression (3), we calculate the relative coeffi-
cient of surface tension according to the formula

𝜉 = (𝑀 ′/𝑀1)
1/3. (7)

It is the latter variant that is used in this paper.

3. Experimental Part

For the research, we chose the 2-wt% aqueous solu-
tion of hydroxypropyl cellulose (Alfa Aesar) [19]. The
molecular weight of this compound equals 105, and
the substitution degree is 75.7%. We have already
studied earlier the features of the sol-gel transition
in aqueous solutions of cellulose derivatives, both ex-
perimentally [20, 21] and using a mathematical sim-
ulation [22]. It was shown that the researched sol-gel
transition in those systems has a character of the first-
kind phase transition.

In Fig. 2, a schematic diagram of the experimen-
tal setup is depicted. This is an improved version of
the device used by us in work [20] for measuring the
solution turbidity.

As light source 1, we used a GNL-5013PGC G-
Nor LED with a known spectral characteristic. It
was powered using a micropower current stabilizer
made on an LP2951 chip. Light with a wavelength
of 525 nm was fed through fiber optic cable 2 into
thermostatic chamber 3 filled with the polymer solu-
tion. The light beam reflected from mirror 4 returned
through optical fiber cable 6 to a TLS237 digital pho-
tosensor (7 ) connected to an AVR ATmega328P mi-
crocontroller (8 ). As a result, the total intensity

𝐽Σ = 𝐽𝑡 + 𝐽𝑟 (8)

Fig. 2. Schematic diagram of the installation for measuring
the solution turbidity

was measured, where 𝐽𝑡 is the intensity of the light
flux attenuated because of its passage through the
specimen, and 𝐽𝑟 is the intensity of the light flux
scattered by the specimen at an angle of 180∘. When
measuring 𝐽𝑟, mirror 4 was screened with curtain 5
made of light-absorbing material (black anodized alu-
minum). Thus, in order to determine 𝐽𝑡 and 𝐽𝑟 for a
specific specimen, it was necessary to perform two
measurements: in the presence and in the absence of
screen 5.

The solution temperature was measured by means
of a digital temperature sensor LMT01LPG (9 ) and
another identical microcontroller in unit 8. The illu-
mination and temperature values were synchronously
read out using a block of microcontrollers and trans-
ferred to USB ports of a personal computer using
the RS-232 protocol. Accumulation of data, their fur-
ther processing and visualization were implemented
with the help of a Delphi code. The illuminance
measurement error did not exceed 0.1 lux, and the
temperature measurement error was ±0.1∘C. The
chamber with the polymer solution was placed in
light-proof box 10 and connected with the help
of nozzles 11 and 12 to a circulation thermostat
Julabo ME-6. Structurally, elements 4, 5, and 9
together with the output (input) of optical fiber
cables 2 and 6 were arranged in the form of
a probe that was immersed into the examined
solution.

In order to test the efficiency of the proposed
method for determining the surface tension coefficient
of polymer gel, we investigated the aqueous solutions
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Fig. 3. Temperature dependences of the transparency 𝐽𝑡 of
the 2-wt% aqueous solutions of hydroxypropyl cellulose with
no ions (1 ), and Li (2 ), Na (3 ), and K (4 ) single charged ions.
The heating rate is 1.1 ∘C/min

Variations of the surface tension
coefficient 𝜎 if ionic impurities are
introduced into the polymer solution

Specimen,
𝑛

Ions 𝜎𝑛/𝜎1

2 Li 0.653 ± 0.203
3 Na 0.573 ± 0.178
4 K 0.492 ± 0.165

of hydroxypropyl cellulose with admixtures of group-I
alkali metal ions (Li, Na, and K chlorides). The mo-
lar salt concentrations in all specimens were identical
and equal to 0.154 mol/l.

Figure 3 illustrates the measurement results of the
polymer solution transparency. All curves in Fig. 3
are calibrated with respect to a transparency level of
100%, which was taken as a value of the photosen-
sor illumination for the curve corresponding to the
ion-free specimen at a temperature of 25∘C. The cor-
responding experimental errors are smaller than the
symbol size.

In order for formula (2) to be applicable to inter-
pret the experimental results, it is necessary to change
from the transparency 𝐽𝑡 to the relative fraction of
the volume occupied by the phase, 𝜃(𝑇 ). Table con-
tains the values of the parameters 𝛼 and 𝑀 , as well as
the relative change of the surface tension coefficient
(4) and (5), obtained by minimizing the root mean

square deviation

𝜒2(𝑁) = 𝑁−1
𝑁∑︁
𝑗=1

(𝜃A(𝑇𝑗)− 𝜃(𝑇𝑗))
2, (9)

where 𝑁 is the number of experimental (approx-
imated) points 𝜃(𝑇𝑗). The data quoted in Table
were obtained under the conditions 𝐷 = 0.1×
× 10−13 K−3(1+𝛼), 𝑇 = 296 K, and 𝛼 = 3 (these are
optimal values for the entire measurement series).

From the analysis of the data presented in Table, it
follows that the surface tension coefficient (4) is lower,
if there are ions in the specimen. This result can be
explained qualitatively in the framework of the theory
of electrocapillary phenomena in liquids [23, 24]. As
was already indicated above, in this paper, we study
binary symmetric solutions of electrolytes. If such a
solution comes into contact with another liquid, the
concentrations of ions of opposite signs are identical
at a sufficiently large distance from the interface. Ho-
wever, their concentrations near the interface are dif-
ferent owing to the predominant absorption of ions of
a certain sign. The surface charge that is formed at
the interface is compensated by the charge of excess
ions located in the adjacent layer of the solution. It
is the interaction forces between ions associated with
such a compensation that lead to the reduction of the
surface tension coefficient of the polymer gel, which
was observed in our experiment.

4. Conclusions

The behavior of a two-phase system consisting of the
gel and sol phases is significantly affected by the in-
terface layer that separates those phases. In particu-
lar, it is one of the factors governing the kinetics of
the sol-gel transition. On the basis of this fact, the
authors developed a method for determining the sur-
face tension coefficient at the interface between the
sol and gel phases. The essence of the method is ex-
pounded in Section 2, and its verification is carried
out in Section 3.

The authors have not found any information in the
literature concerning the analyzed coefficient and the
methods of its determination.

With the help of the developed method, it is found
that the introduction of ions into the polymer solu-
tion reduces the indicated coefficient. According to
formula (2), the reduction of the surface tension coef-
ficient increases the rate of the sol-gel transition. The-
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refore, the introduction of ions into the polymer so-
lution speeds up the process of the polymer network
formation. In our opinion, this result can be applied
in technologies dealing with polymer gels.
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8. E. Caló, V.V. Khutoryanskiy. Biomedical applications of
hydrogels: A review of patents and commercial products.
Eur. Polym. J. 65, 252 (2014).

9. A.W. Lloyd, R.G. Faragher, S.P. Denyer. Ocular biomate-
rials and implants. Biomaterials 22, 769 (2001).

10. B.H. Koffler, M. McDonald, D.S. Nelinson. Improved signs,
symptoms, and quality of life associated with dry eye syn-
drome: Hydroxypropyl cellulose ophthalmic insert patient
registry. Eye Contact Lens 36, 170 (2010).

11. K.G. Harding, H.L. Morris, G.K. Patel. Science, medicine
and the future: healing chronic wounds. BMJ 324, 160
(2002).

12. V. Jones, J.E. Grey, K.G. Harding. Wound dressings. BMJ
332, 777 (2006).

13. J.L. Drury, D.J. Mooney. Hydrogels for tissue engineer-
ing: Scaffold design variables and applications. Biomateri-
als 24, 4337 (2003).

14. J.A. Hunt, R. Chen, T. van Veena, N. Bryana. Hydrogels
for tissue engineering and regenerative medicine. J. Mater.
Chem. B 2, 5319 (2014).

15. Fundamentals and Applications of Controlled Release
Drug Delivery. Edited by J. Siepmann, R. Siegel, M. Rath-
bone (Springer, 2012) [ISBN: 978-1461408802].

16. M.L. Weiner, L.A. Kotkoskie. Excipient Toxicity and
Safety (CRC Press, 2019) [ISBN: 978-0824782108].

17. Yu.F. Zabashta, V.I. Kovalchuk, L.A. Bulavin. Kinetics of
the first-order phase transition in a varying temperature
field. Ukr. J. Phys. 66, 978 (2021).

18. B.B. Mandelbrot. The Fractal Geometry of Nature (Times
Books, 1982) [ISBN: 978-0716711865].

19. Hydroxypropyl Cellulose [https://www.alfa.com/en/cata-
log/043400/].

20. O.M. Alekseev, Yu.F. Zabashta, V.I. Kovalchuk, M.M. La-
zarenko, L.A. Bulavin. The structure of polymer clusters in
aqueous solutions of hydroxypropylcellulose. Ukr. J. Phys.
64, 238 (2019).

21. O.M. Alekseev, Yu.F. Zabashta, V.I. Kovalchuk, M.M. La-
zarenko, E.G. Rudnikov, L.A. Bulavin. Structural transi-
tion in dilute solutions of rod-like macromolecules. Ukr. J.
Phys. 65, 50 (2020).

22. V.I. Kovalchuk. Phase separation dynamics in aqueous so-
lutions of thermoresponsive polymers. Cond. Matt. Phys.
24, 43601 (2021).

23. J. Frenkel. Kinetic Theory of Liquids (Dover Publications,
1955).

24. J.O’M. Bockris, A.K.N. Reddy. Modern Electrochemistry
(Springer Science, 2001) [ISBN: 978-0306463242].

Received 19.01.22.
Translated from Ukrainian by O.I. Voitenko
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ВИЗНАЧЕННЯ КОЕФIЦIЄНТА
ПОВЕРХНЕВОГО НАТЯГУ ПОЛIМЕРНОГО ГЕЛЮ

Запропоновано метод визначення коефiцiєнта поверхневого
натягу на межi золь- та гель-фаз полiмерного розчину. Для
розрахунку цього коефiцiєнта використана температурна
залежнiсть кiлькостi гель-фази, яка утворюється пiд час
золь-гель переходу. Запропонований метод апробовано на
водному розчинi гiдроксипропiлцелюлози. Кiлькiсть гель-
фази визначалася на основi вимiрювань температурної за-
лежностi мутностi. За допомогою запропонованого методу
встановлено, що коефiцiєнт поверхневого натягу вказаного
розчину внаслiдок введення в нього iонiв лужних металiв
I-ї групи (хлориди Li, Na i K) зменшується, що узгоджує-
ться з теорiєю електрокапiлярних явищ у розчинах.

Ключ о в i с л о в а: гiдроксипропiлцелюлоза, фазовий пере-
хiд, iони, поверхневий натяг.
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