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ABSTRACT: An exceptionally low interfacial tension of a dense ﬂuid of concentrated polyelectrolyte complexes, phaseseparated from a biphasic ﬂuid known as complex coacervates, represents a unique and highly sought-after materials
property that inspires novel applications from superior coating to wet adhesion. Despite extensive studies and broad
interest, the molecular and structural bases for the unique properties of complex coacervates are unclear. Here, a
microphase-separated complex coacervate ﬂuid generated by mixing a recombinant mussel foot protein-1 (mfp-1) as the
polycation and hyaluronic acid (HA) as the polyanion at stoichiometric ratios was macroscopically phase-separated into a
dense complex coacervate and a dilute supernatant phase to enable separate characterization of the two ﬂuid phases.
Surprisingly, despite up to 4 orders of magnitude diﬀering density of the polyelectrolytes, the diﬀusivity of water in these
two phases was found to be indistinguishable. The presence of unbound, bulk-like, water in the dense ﬂuid can be
reconciled with a water population that is only weakly perturbed by the polyelectrolyte interface and network. This
hypothesis was experimentally validated by cryo-TEM of the macroscopically phase-separated dense complex coacervate
phase that was found to be a bicontinuous and biphasic nanostructured network, in which one of the phases was conﬁrmed
by staining techniques to be water and the other polyelectrolyte complexes. We conclude that a weak cohesive energy
between water−water and water−polyelectrolytes manifests itself in a bicontinuous network, and is responsible for the
exceptionally low interfacial energy of this complex ﬂuid phase with respect to virtually any surface within an aqueous
medium.
KEYWORDS: complex coacervate, interfacial energy, cryo-transmission electron microscopy,
Overhauser eﬀect dynamic nuclear polarization, hydration water, water dynamics, polyelectrolyte complexes
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or sessile marine organisms like mussels to survive in a
robust wave environment under water, they secrete high
concentration of water-soluble adhesive polyelectrolytes
containing, among others, the catecholic functional group of
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Figure 1. (a) Schematics of complex coacervation of mfp-1 and hyaluronic acid (HA): (1) complex coacervate suspension; (2)dilute phase;
(3) dense phase of coacervate. (b) Translational diﬀusion coeﬃcients of mfp-1 hydration in coacervated state. We ﬁnd that mfp-1 hydration
dynamics are similar whether coacervates exist as suspension droplets or as dense phase coacervate after a macro phase separation. These
results suggest that mfp1 does not alter its conformation as a result of the macro-phase separation. (c) EPR spectra of spin labeled mfp-1
(SLmfp-1) in suspension coacervate droplets (red) and in dense phase coacervates.

mussels, as they readily coat a wide range of surfaces without
escaping to the aqueous bulk solution. This property is
particularly crucial for the coating of a rough surface, where a
molecularly even contact between the substrate surface and the
coacervate ﬂuid cannot be achieved by simply applying pressure
with a ﬂuid displaying high interfacial tension with contact
angles on the order of or larger than that of the substrate
roughness. If the multicomponent solution of adhesive proteins
that forms a complex coacervate has high interfacial tension,
instead of molding around the rough surface, it will form water
bubbles between them and the rough surface, reducing their
adhesive ability (see Supporting Information Figure S1). The
utility of installing low interfacial tension property to the
polymer solution of interest is immediate and broad, beneﬁting
drug delivery and non-carbon paper ink to the delivery of ﬂavor
ingredients, to name just a few technological application.6 To
date, however, it is unclear what the design principle for
achieving lower surface tension is for a given synthetic adhesive
ﬂuid, because the molecular basis and tuning parameters for the
exceptionally low surface tension of the coacervate phase is not
fully understood and intensively debated,4,5,11−14 shedding light
on this is our main objective.
The interfacial tension of the coacervate phase is low relative
not only to most solid surfaces, but also to water, as has been
observed by Atomic Force Microscopy (AFM)8,14 and Surface
Forces Apparatus (SFA) measurements,4,9 and results in the
growth of the coacervate phase well beyond molecular
dimensions of the polyelectrolyte constituents.8 Interestingly,
the low interfacial energy of the coacervate phase relative to
water measurably decreases when salt concentration is
increased,8,10,11,13,15 suggesting that the strength or weakness

3,4-L-dihydroxyphenylalanine (DOPA) that adhere strongly to
wet metal oxide surfaces.1,2 When the organism secretes the
ingredients of the to-be-waterproof-adhesive, this water-soluble
polymer cocktail composed mainly of polyelectrolytes would
remarkably stay where it is placed on the metal oxide surface
without being dissolved and dissipated into the ocean; the most
compelling and current model is that this is achieved by
exploiting a molecular assembly mechanism known as complex
coacervation.3,4
Complex coacervation is a ﬂuid−ﬂuid phase separation which
occurs when two oppositely charged polyelectrolytes neutralize
each other and form microdroplets of nanometers up to tens of
micrometers in size, suspended in a supernatant solution
devoid of polyelectrolytes, henceforth referred to as microphase
separation5,6 (Figure 1a). At a given range of pH, temperature,
and concentration, the two polyelectrolytes form solution
complexes (Schematic 1 in Figure 1a), coalesce into a growing
mass, and eventually separate into a highly dense ﬂuidic phase
(Schematic 3 in Figure 1a). This polyelectrolyte-rich dense
phase is called the “complex coacervate” and exhibits suitable
physical properties as an underwater adhesive for sessile marine
organisms, such as high ﬂuidity, low interfacial tension, and
high polymer density of the adhesive polyelectrolytes.3,4,7
Complex coacervates, whether formed by polymer or protein
based polyelectrolytes, are signiﬁed by a highly peculiar physical
property of displaying an extremely low interfacial tension γ 
(∂G/∂A)T,P, where G is the Gibbs free energy, Ais the area, T is
the temperature, and P is the pressure. This interfacial tension,
γ, of the coacervate phase is low relative to virtually any solid
surface under water,8−11 which is a core feature of the
coacervate phase as an intermediary for the adhesion of marine
B
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So, while the notion of weakly cohesive water within the
dense complex coacervate phase can be logically reconciled
with observations in the literature of ﬁnding high populations of
water, and this water to be freely diﬀusing within a highly dense
ﬂuidic polymer phase,16−18 as well as the low interfacial tension
with respect to water9 and solid surfaces, a more direct
observation of this property is desirable. Here, we remind the
reader that the cohesive energy of waterbulk, interstitial or
interfacialis reﬂected in the translational diﬀusivity of water,
if the water population of interest can be selectively measured.
Thus, the stronger the diﬀusion retardation, the stronger the
cohesive energy of the water in the absence of physical
conﬁnements, i.e. in free solution, and vice versa.20 This is our
rationale for pursuing the measurement of the diﬀusivity of
internal water interacting within the dense complex coacervate
phase. The translational diﬀusivity of water within the local
volume or near the surface of interest was measured by an
established method of 1H Overhauser dynamic nuclear
polarization (ODNP) at 0.35 T magnetic ﬁeld by exploiting
nitroxide radical-based spin probes included in the solution
volume of interest or spin labels tethered to the polymer
surface of interest.17,20−22 The rotational mobility of these spin
probes or labels was concurrently evaluated by continuous wave
(cw) electron paramagnetic resonance (EPR) line shape
analysis of the same samples. In parallel to these spectroscopic
measurements of molecular-level properties, the ultrastructural
property of the dense, phase-separated, complex coacervate
phase was examined by cryo-TEM and diﬀerential staining, and
the interfacial energy of this ﬂuid was measured by the pendantdrop method. These set of characterization of molecular-level
and macroscopic properties were applied to the macroscopically phase-separated complex coacervate phase, while deliberately modulating the polyelectrolyte−water interaction in the
coacervate phase by the addition of PEG that is a known
viscogen that attracts a strong and robust hydration layer.23
Our experimental design is aimed at addressing the following
questions: Can we experimentally identify and verify exceptionally weak polyelectrolyte−surface water and water−water
interaction in the dense complex coacervate ﬂuid phase? If so,
what are the structural and dynamic properties of the
coacervate materials that give rise to a fragile network of
interstitial water? Will in turn the factors that modulate the
polyelectrolyte−surface water and water−water attraction
concurrently modulate the interfacial tension of the coacervate
ﬂuid phase?

of polyelectrolyte−polyelectrolyte and/or polyelectrolyte−
water interactions of electrostatic origin is a key modulator of
the interfacial tension of the coacervate phase. Corroborating
reports in the literature include that changes of the salt
concentration or the polycation/anion ratio have the most
signiﬁcant eﬀect on the complex coacervate composition,
including water content.16 The core objective of this study is to
test the hypothesis that the exceptionally low interfacial energy
of the complex coacervate phase is directly rooted in the low
cohesive energy of the complex coacervate phase, and not in a
strong attractive energy between the complex coacervate ﬂuid
phase and the surrounding surfaces. In the latter case, the
interfacial energy would inevitably depend sensitively on the
speciﬁc surface at hand, although coacervate−surface attraction
may well be an additional factor in determining the interfacial
tension of the coacervate phase.
As the complexation and coacervation of two oppositely
charged polyelectrolytes occur at carefully tuned and relatively
high ionic strength (typically NaCl concentration of 500 mM),
the electrostatic ﬁeld of the polyelectrolyte complex is largely or
partially screened, exposing a less charged and less hydrophilic
polymer backbone to the solvent compared to in low ionic
strength solution. The local charge neutrality shields the
propagation of the electric ﬁeld beyond the dimensions of the
polyelectrolyte complexes that will include sandwiched
hydration water. As a result, only water within a few angstrom
distance from the polyelectrolyte framework will experience a
weakened electric ﬁeld, and will therefore experience less
cohesion than hydration water coupled to a highly charged
polyelectrolyte surface. Here, it is important to point out that
there is consensus in the literature that the dense complex
coacervate ﬂuid phase is highly populated with dynamic water
with reports ranging from 60 to above 80 wt %.16−18 Recent
reports that the nonfreezing water content is maximized within
coacervated ﬂuids are also noteworthy in this context.19 When
water is not strongly coupled by electrostatic interactions to the
polyelectrolyte complex surfaces, its separation from the
polyelectrolytes does not incur a high energetic penalty and
its cohesive energy with the rest of the water is lower. In fact,
the cohesive energy of this dynamic water can be lower than
that of bulk water, if the interaction between water and the
polyelectrolyte complex surfaces is comparable with or weaker
than the water−water interaction in bulk, so that the
polyelectrolyte complexes eﬀectively perturb, not strengthen,
the surrounding water structure. This property, the less
favorable polyelectrolyte complex−water and water−water
interaction energy of the complex coacervate phase, will
lower the interfacial tension between the complex coacervate
ﬂuid phase and a solid surface at a given adhesion energy
between the coacervate ﬂuid phase and the surface. In contrast,
if the water is strongly bound to the polyelectrolyte surfaces, it
is energetically costly to remove the hydration layer from the
polyelectrolyte surfaces. This dehydration process is critical
because for the polyelectrolyte to coat and adhere to a solid
surface under water, its hydration layer needs to be ﬁrst
displaced, before adhesive contact between the polymer and the
solid surface can be established to fully exploit the adhesion
interaction exerted by the surface chemistry of the polyelectrolytes or the solid. Thus, the more favorable polyelectrolyte
complex−water and water−water interaction will increase the
cohesive energy of the complex coacervate phase and increase
the interfacial tension between the complex coacervate ﬂuid
phase and a solid surface

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Macroscopic Phase Separation of Complex Coacervate Fluid into Dense Complex Coacervate Fluid and
Supernatant. Positively charged recombinant mussel foot
protein-1 (mfp-1)24,25 and negatively charged hyaluronic acid
(HA) were mixed to generate complex coacervate samples
(Figure S2). Complex coacervation, of mfp-1 and HA resulting
in a ﬂuid−ﬂuid microphase separation into polymer-dense
microdroplets of nanometers up to tens of micrometers size
suspended in a dilute polymer-depleted solution, was found to
be maximal at a weight ratio of 55:45 where their net charge
neutralization is expected (Figure S3). Therefore, mfp-1/HA
complex coacervates were prepared by mixing mfp-1 and HA
solution at the mass ratio of 55:45 with the total polymer
concentration of 2% (w/v) at pH 5.0 and 10 mM acetate buﬀer.
After the complex coacervate ﬂuid was formed, spin probes
were introduced into the microphase-separated coacervate
C
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Bulk-like Water Diﬀusivity in Dense Complex Coacervate Fluid. ODNP reports on instantaneous water
diﬀusivity in the tens to hundreds of picosecond time scale
within 5−10 Å of a stable nitroxide-based spin probe (provided
changes in the spin probe’s solvent accessibility are taken into
account), and thus on the cohesiveness of the water network
near the local spin probe of interest, the subject of our
interest.17,20−22 For the purpose of separately studying the
macrophase-separated dense complex coacervate ﬂuid and the
dilute coacervate supernatant, the water-soluble and hydrophilic
spin probe, 4OH TEMPO, was dissolved in the respective ﬂuid
for their characterization. In contrast, spin probes covalently
attached to the mfp-1 protein surface were used to probe the
diﬀusivity of hydration water near mfp-1, the polycation, as
incorporated in the complex coacervate droplet, allowing us to
study the hydration water dynamics within the dense complex
coacervate microphase, without needing to macroscopically
phase-separate the complex coacervate suspension.
First, we compare the ODNP-derived diﬀusivity of water
near the surface of spin labeled mfp-1 (SL-mfp-1) in 10 mM
sodium acetate buﬀer at pH 5.0 in dilute solution versus in the
complex coacervate phase formed in the same buﬀer solution.
The water diﬀusivity within the dense complex coacervate prior
to phase separation in the microphase (schematic 1 in Figure
1a) and in the macrophase upon phase separation (schematic 3
in Figure 1a) was separately monitored.
The ODNP-derived diﬀusivity of hydration water on the
surface (within 5−10 Å) of the SL-mfp-1 in bulk water, in the
complex coacervate microphase, and in the dense coacervate
macrophase are found to be 1.2 × 10−9, 5.6 × 10−10, and 5.8 ×
10−10 m2/s, respectively (Figure 1b). In other words, the
diﬀusivities of the SL-mfp-1 in the complex coacervate phases
before (dotted cyan column) vs after macrophase-separation
(purple column) are identical within error (Figure 1b). Because
the spin probe is covalently conjugated on the surface of the
mfp-1 protein, the value for hydration dynamics as measured by
SL-mfp-1 represents the hydration water diﬀusivity of mfp-1 as
complexed within the dense complex coacervate microphase
(the droplet size of the dense coacervate ﬂuid with hundreds of
nanometers to few micrometers well exceeds molecular
dimensions). In fact, this is veriﬁed by our observation of
indistinguishable diﬀusivity values on the surface of SL-mfp-1,
whether as part of the dense coacervate microphase or
macrophase. Importantly, these values are in agreement with
prior reports of ODNP-derived surface water diﬀusivity on spin
labeled mfp-151, a related protein to mfp-1, as complex
coacervated within microphase-separated droplets.24 Another
noteworthy observation is to ﬁnd the diﬀusion retardation of
water on the surface of the mfp-1 protein in the dense
coacervated state relative to that in bulk water to be only 2-fold,
despite dramatically diﬀering polyelectrolyte density by up to 4
orders of magnitude. The cw EPR line shape conﬁrms that the
spin label is mobile with a rotational correlation time of 1−2 ns,
characteristic of a label tethered to a solvent-exposed protein or
polymer surface (Figure 1c). Taken together, the spin label
reports on typical water and protein dynamics characteristic of
an isolated protein hydrated in dilute solution state, even
though the dense complex coacervate microphase environment
is highly crowded by an extremely high polymer density of
∼1000 mg/mL. This implies that mfp-1 is fully hydrated and
nonaggregated even within the dense coacervate ﬂuid, such that
the surface water of mfp-1 is nearly invariant when densely

suspension and equilibrated (schematic 1 in Figure 2a). This
complex coacervate suspension was then macrophase-separated

Figure 2. (a) Schematics of the spin probe added complex
coacervation of mfp-1 and hyaluronic acid (HA) and (b)
translational diﬀusion coeﬃcients of water in the dilute and
dense phases of complex coacervates (light blue and purple,
respectively) using diﬀerent size spin probes. The water diﬀusion
coeﬃcient inside the dense phase coacervates is similar to that
inside the dilute phase when we use 4-hydroxy TEMPO as a spin
probe. When we use large spin labeled PEG (SLPEG) as a spin
probe, the diﬀusion dynamics of PEG surface water slow down 2to 3-fold inside the dense phase coacervates compared to those
seen in the dilute phase coacervates.

in order to separately characterize the property of the pure
dilute supernatant (schematic 2 in Figure 1a) vs the dense
complex coacervate phase (schematic 3 in Figure 1a), achieved
by a combination of slight centrifugation (2000g for 10 min) to
facilitate the phase separation or by waiting for a day. The total
density of the polyelectrolytes of the mfp-1/HA coacervate in
the dilute (schematic 2 in Figure 1a) and the dense phase
(schematic 3 in Figure 1-a) as determined by an amino acid
analyzer was ∼0.1 and 1000 mg/mL, respectively. For the
concurrent characterization by ODNP and EPR of the
microphase-separated complex coacervate suspension vs the
macrophase-separated dense complex coacervate ﬂuid and the
dilute supernatant, diﬀerent spin probes are employed, namely
nitroxide spin labels covalently attached to the polycation mfp1 (Figure S2), the free and hydrophilic spin probe, 4-hydroxy
(4OH) TEMPO, as well as spin labels covalently attached to
polyethylene glycol of varying sizes or shapes. In addition, the
dense complex coacervate ﬂuid phase was separately characterized by TEM and the measurement of interfacial tension.
D
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Figure 3. EPR spectra of 4 spin probes (4-hydroxy TEMPO, and spin label PEG (SLPEG) with diﬀerent sizes) inside dilute phase and dense
phase coacervates (light blue and purple, respectively).

crowded by polyelectrolyte complexes within the coacervate
microphase. Such observation begs for further investigations.
Next, the diﬀusivity of interstitial water inside the phaseseparated dense coacervate ﬂuid (schematic 2 in Figure 2) and
dilute coacervate supernatant (schematic 3 in Figure 2) were
measured by free 4OH TEMPO spin probes. Again
surprisingly, the diﬀusivity of water inside the dense coacervate
ﬂuid was found to be indistinguishable from that in the dilute
supernatant, as shown in Figure 2 (ﬁrst left histogram). This
suggests that the cohesiveness of the hydrogen bond network of
the water phase in the dense complex coacervate ﬂuid as
probed by 4OH TEMPO is comparable to that in the dilute
supernatant, i.e., eﬀectively bulk water. In other words, there is
no evidence for enhanced water−water or polymer−water
attraction within the dense coacervate ﬂuid that would manifest
itself in retarded interstitial water dynamics, nor is there
signiﬁcant conﬁnement eﬀects felt by 4OH TEMPO inside the
dense coacervate ﬂuid. As for the polymer−water interaction, it
collectively refers to all attractive interactions between the HA
or mfp-1 surface and water. This includes electrostatic
interactions between the carboxyl group of HA and other
charged amino acid groups of mfp-1 and water, and H-bonding
interactions between nonionic groups of HA and the protein
chain, such as hydroxyl groups, etc., with water. We conclude
that 4OH TEMPO and water freely diﬀuse through a
connected, bulk water-like, medium found within the phaseseparated, dense, complex coacervate phase.

We supplement the ODNP results with measurements of the
EPR line-shape that is sensitive to the rotational dynamics of
the nitroxide spin label. Again, the EPR spectra of 4OH
TEMPO inside the dense coacervates ﬂuid and the dilute
supernatant are indistinguishable in representing complete
rotational freedom (shown in Figure 3a), corroborating the
ﬁnding that 4OH TEMPO reports on bulk water-like
properties inside the dense complex coacervate ﬂuid.
Nanophase Separation of the Dense Complex
Coacervate into a Biphasic Fluid. The observation of
bulk-like water dynamics and a bulk-like local microviscosity in
the vicinity of 4OH TEMPO dissolved in the dense (∼1.7 g/
mL), polymer-rich (>1000 mg/mL), complex coacervate ﬂuid
phase can be reconciled with the occurrence of nanophase
separation within this macrophase into polyelectrolyte-rich and
dilute solution nanophases, at length scales signiﬁcantly smaller
compared to the coacervate ﬂuid microdroplet size. To test this
hypothesis and obtain clues about the involved length scales,
we turn to cryo-TEM of the macrophase-separated dense
complex coacervate phase. The cryo-TEM experiments are
combined with diﬀerential staining using a contrast agent
osmium oxide (OsO4), where the area with higher polymer
density displays darker contrast than the area devoid of
polymer, given that OsO4 was chosen as a contrast agent that
selectively binds to the polymer surface. Intricate solution
structures within the dense coacervates phase have been
observed by cryo-SEM and cryo-TEM.4,26−29 Depending on
the shape and functional groups of the polyelectrolytes,
E
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spins in the dilute supernatant (schematic 2 in Figure 2)
compared to that in the dense coacervate ﬂuid (schematic 3 in
Figure 2) per unit volume of ﬂuid, suggesting that the water
content inside the dense coacervates is about 50% (v/v),
assuming the solubility of 4-hydroxy TEMPO in the coacervate
nanophase water pool is similar to that in the dilute coacervate
supernatant (Table 1). This ﬁnding is consistent with the

diﬀerent coacervate-internal solution structures seem to selfassemble. For example, a sponge-like bicontinuous solution
structure within the dense complex coacervate composed of
extended polyelectrolytes that mfp-1 and HA of this study also
belongs to has been reported on in the literature,4,26,29 as well
as interconnected corona-like structures in coacervate composed of polyelectrolyte and micellar assemblies.27,29 The
images, as presented in Figure 4a, indeed ﬁnd the presence of a

Table 1. Spin Probe Distribution between Dilute and Dense
Phase Coacervates Depends on Type and Size of the Spin
Probes
spin probe

spin probe distribution between two phasesa
(dilute phase:dense phase)

4-hydroxy TEMPO
SLPEG linear (4 kDa)
SLPEG linear (20 kDa)
SLPEG 6 arms (17 kDa)

2:1
6:1
15−20: 1
∼20:1

a

Spin probe distribution was determined by double integral of EPR
signal.

complex coacervate being a biphasic ﬂuid with water
constituting one of the main ﬂuid nanophase, as further
conﬁrmed with the image analysis from cryo-TEM (see Figure
S4).
Even though the ﬁnding that highly mobile, bulk-like, water
coexists in a ﬂuid containing high concentrations of highly
charged polyelectrolyte complexes may seem unintuitive, this is
consistent with literature reports and appears to be a key
characteristic of complex coacervate ﬂuids.16−18 In the paper of
Kausik et al.,17 as well as Ortony et al.,24 the surface water
diﬀusivity of one of the polyelectrolytes, positively or negatively
charged, was found to slow upon complex coacervation.
However, the retardation factor for water dynamics was
surprisingly modest, displaying an overall minimally hindered
diﬀusivity of local water hydrating the polyelectrolyte surface.
These ﬁndings were interpreted as the dense complex
coacervate ﬂuids being water-rich and containing bulk-like
water pools.
It is important to note that the mfp-1 protein itself,
embedded in the dense complex coacervate ﬂuid, as part of
microphase droplets or from macrophase-separation, is also
mobile and fully hydrated, and displays characteristic of a
hydrated and freely diﬀusing protein in dilute solution. This
shows that not only are the water−water and water−polymer
interaction weak, as reﬂected in minimal diﬀusion retardation
for water, but also are the interactions within the polymer or
between polymer complexes of the complex coacervate ﬂuid,
water mediated or not.
Weak Cohesive Energy of the Complex Coacervate
Fluid. Next, we ask whether we can derive from the
experimental observation reported so far clues about the
molecular basis of the low interfacial tension of complex
coacervate ﬂuid. Crucially, the interfacial tension between the
complex coacervate ﬂuid and the surrounding medium is
exceptionally low, not only with respect to water, but also with
respect to virtually any solid surface under water. This implies
that the cohesive energy of the complex coacervate ﬂuid itself
must be exceptionally low, especially as the lower interfacial
tension of the complex coacervate ﬂuid is rather universal. If so,
what could be the structural basis for a lower cohesive energy of
a water-rich and dense polymer solution compared to water,
especially considering that the constituents of this complex ﬂuid

Figure 4. Structures of coacervated mfp-1/HA under a transmission
electron microscope when (a) mfp-1 and HA were mixed in 55:45
(w/w) ratio, (b) mfp-1 and HA were mixed in 55:45 (w/w) ratio
including 120 mM 4-hydroxy TEMPO and (c) mfp-1 and HA were
mixed in 55:45 (w/w) ratio including 20 kDa PEG. The horizontal
bar represents 0.5 μm. (d) Interfacial tension of mfp-1 and HA
coacervated state. mfp-1 and HA were mixed in 55:45 (w/w) ratio,
including 4-hydroxy TEMPO and 20 kDa PEG. (Inset: schematic of
coacervated mfp-1/HA for each analysis. Each value and error bar
is the mean of sextuplicate sample and its standard deviation.

heterogeneous structure of an interconnected, bicontinuous
network.4 The largest length scale for the nanophases is in the
100 nm range, while phase boundaries at smaller length scales
coexist; this is what we refer to as nanophase separation into a
water-ﬁlled sponge structure. According to the ODNP and EPR
results, one of the main nanophases is a bulk water-like phase,
leaving the other phase to be rich of polyelectrolyte complexes
composed of the negatively charged HA and the positively
charged mfp-1 protein.
Important corroborating clues are obtained when examining
the fractions or solution capacities of these nanophases as
derived from the partitioning of diﬀerent spin probes between
the dilute supernatant and the dense complex coacervate ﬂuid
phases from the double integration of the EPR spectra of these
macro-phase separated ﬂuids. When employing 4-hydroxy
TEMPO as spin probes, we ﬁnd twice the concentration of
F
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chain-end ranges from 0.5 × 10−9 to 0.7 × 10−9 m2 s−1 and
decreases with increasing PEG size (cyan columns in Figure 2),
corresponding to retardation factors of 2- to 3-fold compared to
water near free spin probes such as 4OH TEMPO, signifying
the presence of a retarded water network hydrating the PEG
surface (Figure 2). These values are typical of hydration water
surrounding protein or other hydrophilic macromolecular
surfaces.32 Next, when spin labeled PEG polymers are added
to the dense coacervate ﬂuid, their surface water diﬀusivities
slow further, especially around the larger 17 or 20 kDa PEG
surface (Figure 2). Given that we know from cryo-TEM of the
presence of a bicontinuous phase with heterogeneities at the
100 nm and smaller length scale, it is most intuitive to suggest
that the larger PEG molecules are getting entrapped in the
smaller structures present in the dense coacervate ﬂuid, and
that the diﬀusivity is slowed due to molecular conﬁnement felt
by the PEG surface. Interestingly, the fraction of partitioning of
the probes in the dense coacervate vs the dilute phase decreases
from 1/2 for 4OH TEMPO to 1/6 for 4 kDa A SL-PEG to
approximately 1/20 for both the 17 and 20 kDa SL-PEGs
(Table 1). However, surprisingly, the cw EPR spectra show
relatively high rotational diﬀusivity of the spin probes,
presenting absolutely no diﬀerence in their rotational mobility
in the dense coacervate ﬂuid vs the dilute supernatant, whether
probed by the smaller or bulkier SL-PEGs (Figure 3). This
observation suggests that the heterogeneous bicontinuous
polymer structure is controlling the partitioning of the PEG
probes by their size, while the direct interaction between the
polyelectrolyte constituents and the free spin probe or the spin
label on the PEG probes is minimal. We note that the largest
PEG concentration in the dense coacervate phase monitored by
ONDP was merely 250 μM, which is not high enough to
disrupt or aﬀect the coacervate phase by osmotic pressure
eﬀects alone.
If so, what is the molecular and/or structural basis for the
signiﬁcant retardation of surface water diﬀusivity observed near
the 20 and 17 kDa PEG surface in the dense complex
coacervate phase compared to in the supernatant, given that we
observe that the spin label mobility itself is unaltered according
to the EPR line shape analysis, i.e., suggesting that the physical
conﬁnement as detected by the spin probe is unaltered and
minimal? In the absence of any measurable physical conﬁnements felt by the PEG probes, the local solvent viscosity of the
hydration water near the PEG probe itself must be increasing,
implying an increase in the cohesive interaction of the local
water network within the coacervate environment. Notably, this
can only be achieved when PEG−water attraction is long-range
and/or when PEG increases the cohesive interaction between
neighboring water molecules that now encompasses a larger
population of water than simply the ﬁrst hydration layer of
PEG. In other words, while the 17 and 20 kDa PEG do not
strongly interact with the polyelectrolyte framework of the
complex coacervate phase, they do strongly interact with the
water pools of the complex coacervate nanophase, and so retard
their solvent diﬀusivity. If unretarded water diﬀusivity is to
reﬂect low cohesive water−water and low adhesive water−
polymer energy within the dense complex coacervate ﬂuid, a
strongly retarded water diﬀusivity in the same environment
implies stronger cohesive energy of the water phase within the
complex coacervate ﬂuid.
Structural Basis of Low Interfacial Tension. The cryoTEM of the dense coacervate ﬂuid in the absence of PEG
shows a bicontinuous phase, as clearly discernible in Figure 4,

are highly charged polyelectrolytes? A nanophase separation
between a polyelectrolyte-rich and a water phase at length
scales much smaller than the dimensions of the dense
coacervate droplet alone can explain the low interfacial tension
between the dense complex coacervate ﬂuid and water, as
discussed in the literature.24 However, the lower interfacial
tension of the complex coacervate ﬂuid than pure water with
respect to a wide range of solid surfaces implies that the
cohesive energy within the complex coacervate ﬂuid must be
signiﬁcantly lower than that in bulk water. Thus, there is an
additional factor that must be weakening the water−water and
water−polymer interaction. First oﬀ, as the complexation and
coacervation of two oppositely charged polyelectrolytes occur
at carefully tuned and relatively high ionic strength, the
electrostatic ﬁeld of the polyelectrolyte complex is partially
screened, exposing a less charged and less hydrophilic polymer
backbone than in low ionic strength solution. The electrostatic
complexation of these partially screened and oppositely charged
moieties of the polymers eﬀectively shields residual excess
charges upon structural rearrangement and complexation of the
oppositely charged polyelectrolytes at an approximately 1:1
molar stoichiometry.4,24 This results in the exposure of
eﬀectively charge-neutral polyelectrolyte complexes to water,
of which 50% of the amino acid residues of mfp-1, tyrosine and
proline, are rendered hydrophobic according to the hydropathy
index of Tanford and Nozaki,30 once the positively charged
lysines are shielded.1,24 Still, what holds the coacervate phase
together is primarily and most importantly the electrostatic
interaction between the polycations and polyanions. Additional
van der Waals or other attractive interactions between the
polymer and protein-based polyelectrolytes contribute to an
even stronger cohesive interaction. In any case, in this scenario,
the network interaction between surface water and the
extended, eﬀectively hydrophobic or less hydrophilic, polyelectrolyte complexes is expected to be weak.31 However, it is
challenging to directly prove weak interactions between
polymer complexes and water, unless we had observed faster
surface water diﬀusivity than in bulk water. Especially in a
heterogeneous ﬂuid, the population of such fast diﬀusing water
at the polymer−water interface will inevitably coexist with bulklike water and water stably hydrating the charged segments of
the polyelectrolyte surfaces, making it exceedingly diﬃcult to
separately observe weakly bound water populations, even if
they make up a signiﬁcant population.
Thus, we devise an experimental plan to test the existence of
weakly adhesive and cohesive water by adding polyethylene
glycol (PEG) as a copolymer that has been shown to exert
strong polymer−water attraction, resulting in PEG corralling an
extended hydration shell, away from the bulk-like water
population.23 The question is whether this will lead to the
slowing of water diﬀusivity in the dense complex coacervate
ﬂuid, and more importantly, whether this will consequently
change the surface tension of the complex coacervate ﬂuid, as
can be measured by its interfacial tension with respect to water.
We add three diﬀerent types of spin labeled PEG polymers to
the macrophase-separated complex coacervate phase (Figures
1a−3), a small 4 kDa PEG spin labeled at both ends, a 20 kDa
PEG spin labeled at both ends, and a 17 kDa 6-arm PEG spin
labeled at all 6 arms. For reference, we will ﬁrst discuss the
ODNP results of freely dissolved spin labeled PEG in the dilute
supernatant phase (Figure 2a) at very low polyelectrolytes
concentrations. As expected and veriﬁed in previous studies,24
the diﬀusivity of water near the spin label tethered to the PEG
G
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which is consistent with previously reported results. 4
Surprisingly, when small concentrations of PEG probes on
the order of 5% are added to the complex coacervate solution,
the bicontinuous interconnected biphasic structure of the dense
complex coacervate ﬂuid is entirely abolished (Figure 4c). This
implies that the subtle balance between weak polyelectrolyte−
water and water−water interaction that is thought to be
responsible for the occurrence of a bicontinuous ﬂuid
structure10 is disturbed by the addition of small concentrations
of PEG. Given that PEG−polyelectrolyte attraction has been
shown to be minimal according to the EPR line shape analysis
of spin labeled PEG that signiﬁes high rotational mobility
(Figure 3), it must be the water−water cohesive interaction that
PEG is strengthening, as supported by the ODNP-derived
diﬀusion retardation results (Figure 2b). This is further
supported by the contrasting observation that in the presence
of the small molecule spin probe, 4OH TEMPO, the dense
complex coacervate phase still maintains the bicontinuous
structure, consistent with the expectation that no corralling
eﬀect of hydration water is exerted by 4OH TEMPO (Figure
4b). The cryo-TEM experiments were repeated several times
and the unobstructed bicontinuous structure in the presence of
4OH TEMPO, as well as the abolished bicontinuous structure
in the presence of PEG, is observed repeatedly. We conclude
that water within the dense complex coacervate phase is no
longer strongly driven toward nanoscopic phase separation
(phase separation into nanophases within the microphaseseparated complex coacervate phase) from the polymer-rich
ﬂuid nanophase when PEG is added that strengthens water−
water cohesive interaction.
The ultimate question is whether the highly dynamic bulklike water diﬀusivity and the biphasic and bicontinuous
structure are representative (and inter-related) properties of
the dense complex coacervate phase, indicative of a low average
cohesive energy that hence underlies the low interfacial tension
of complex coacervate to water and other solid surfaces. If so,
will altering this key property, as manifested in retarded water
diﬀusivity achieved by the addition of PEG, alter the interfacial
tension of the complex coacervate ﬂuid? We perform the
ultimate test by measuring the interfacial tension of the
macrophase-separated complex coacervate ﬂuid in the absence
and presence of 20 kDa PEG, with the results presented in
Figure 4d. First, we reproduce the expected low interfacial
tension of about ∼0.18 ± 0.1 mN/m for the complex
coacervate ﬂuid that falls within the range of known values
between 0.10 and 0.29, as derived from AFM measurements.8,14
Crucially, we conﬁrm a signiﬁcant increase in interfacial tension
to ∼1.46 ± 0.1 mN/m when only 250 μM of PEG is added to
the coacervate ﬂuid.33 The increase in interfacial tension in the
presence of the PEG conﬁrms the expected relationship
between the low interfacial energy and the bicontinuous
phase of the coacervate.
Theoretical Basis of Low Interfacial Tension of a
Biphasic and Bicontinuous Sponge Structure. Finally, we
seek a theoretical basis for the low interfacial tension of the
biphasic and bicontinuous coacervate phase. We speciﬁcally
seek to understand the role of the water fraction and the
water−water and polyelectreolyte complex−water interaction
strength on the cohesive energy of the complex coacervate ﬂuid
phase, and consequently on its interfacial energy. The
microscopic structure of the dense complex coacervate phase
can be modeled as a water-ﬁlled sponge structure: the
condensed polyelectrolyte framework of the sponge is made

of nanophase separated polyelectrolyte complexes and pores
ﬁlled with bulk-like water. Due to the local charge neutrality
achieved in the polyelectrolyte complex framework, the
polyelectrolyte complexes only weakly interact with the
surrounding water, as we veriﬁed experimentally. In other
words, the majority of water inside the pore behaves like bulk
water, as veriﬁed experimentally by water diﬀusivity measurements within the dense complex coacervate phase.
This sponge-like structure can tune the interfacial tension
between the dense complex coacervates and the dilute
supernatant phase by altering the structural and physical
property of the dense complex coacervate phase, and so altering
its free energy. To model the free energy of this water-ﬁlled
sponge-structured coacervate phase, we include the contribution of electrostatic correlation between the polyelectrolyte
complexes and water, as well as between the polyelectrolyte
complexes, besides the mixing free energy of the polyelectrolyte
complexes consisting of polyanions and polycations and water
according to the Flory−Huggins theory. So, when we model
the sponge structure with a lattice model of total N sites, the
free energy F of this sponge-like structure made of N nodes can
be expressed as
ϕ
F
ln ϕ + (1 − ϕ) ln(1 − ϕ) + χPW ϕ(1 − ϕ)
=
NkT
NP
− α(σϕ)3/2

(1)

Here, ϕ is the concentration of the polyelectrolyte complexes,
NP is the eﬀective length of the polymer complex, χPW is the
interaction parameter between water and the polymer complex,
σ is the eﬀective charge density of the polymer complex, and α
⎛
3 1/2 ⎞
16π 2 l
⎟ is the interaction strength between the
⎜α ≡ 3 Bv
⎠
⎝
polymer complexes. Here, l B is the Bjerrum length

( )

(l

B

≡

e2
4πϵ0ϵkT

), ϵ is the dielectric constant of the polyelectrolyte

phase or framework and vis the site volume. For simplicity, we
deﬁne an interaction parameter between the polyelectrolyte
complexes, η, as η  ασ3/2. Thus, in eq 1, the ﬁrst two terms
represent the mixing entropy, the third term is the interaction
between the polymer complex and water, and the last term is
the electrostatic interaction between the polymer complexes.
This electrostatic correlation term between the polyelectrolyte
complexes is obtained from the self-energy calculation by the
Debye−Huckel approximation34 that assumes a uniform
eﬀective average charge density, σ. Thus, an increased water
concentration within the coacervate phase implies a smaller
eﬀective polyelectrolyte complex concentration, ϕ, and thus a
smaller average charge density of this phase, σ. Consequently,
the interaction parameter between the polyelectrolyte complexes, η, eﬀectively decreases with increasing water concentration. It is also assumed that the property of water inside the
dense coacervate phase and the dilute supernatant phase is
indistinguishable (which is consistent with our empirical
observation), and thus that the water density does not change
across the coacervate macro-phase boundary.
If we consider a planar interface, by setting the normal axis as
dF[ϕ]
the z-axis, the deﬁnition of the interfacial tension γ = dA , in
which F represents the above-deﬁned (eq 1) Flory−Huggins
Gibbs free energy (consistent with the earlier deﬁnition of γ 
(∂G/∂A)T,P) is translated into the following form with respect
to the one-dimensional polymer density ﬁeld ϕ(z),
H
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Figure 5. (a) Interfacial tension γ against interaction parameter η (eq 4) and (b) interfacial tension, γ, as a function of water concentration, ϕ′,
for χPW = 0, −0.1. Interfacial tension decreases with increasing water volume fraction, ϕ′, decreasing water−polymer attraction, χPW, or
increasing electrostatic self-energy, η, of polyelectrolyte complexes.
∞

kT
γ=
v

∫−∞

2
⎛
1 ⎛ dϕ ⎞ ⎞
dz⎜f0 [ϕ(z)] − f0 [ϕ0] + B⎜ ⎟ ⎟
2 ⎝ dz ⎠ ⎠
⎝

γ0 ∝ (η/ηc − 1)3/2 as detailed in ref 10,34 implying that the
interfacial tension even more rapidly increases with increasing η
(see Figure 5) than with (decreasing) χPW, and vice versa. This
means that at increased salt concentration or well-matched
polycation and polyanion complexation when optimal charge
screening of the polyelectrolyte complex is achieved, the
weakened polymer−water interaction as reﬂected in smaller
|χPW| values will depress the interfacial tension, while the
weakened interpolymer complex interaction as reﬂected in
decreased η/ηc values will even more steeply depress the
interfacial tension of the complex coacervate ﬂuid, as shown in
Figure 5.
The eﬀect of the internal structure of the dense complex
coacervate phase is considered at the zeroth order level. Instead
of considering spatial inhomogeneity of the polymer complex
density within the dense complex coacervate phase, we
assumed that the density of the polymer complex is reduced
by the amount of water in the dense phase, and thus
accordingly the average eﬀective charge density of the dense
complex coacervate phase reduced. The computed dependence
of the interfacial tension, γ, on the water concentration, ϕ′ = 1
− ϕ that originates from the decreased eﬀective interaction
parameter, η, between the polyelectrolyte complexes is shown
in Figure 5. Clearly, increasing water concentration, ϕ′,
decreases γ, while the overall γ amplitude is depressed as
|χPW| decreases and approaches 0. Taken together, this
theoretical exercise illustrates that the large water population
(large ϕ′) found within the bicontinuous structure that is
weakly bound to the polyelectrolyte complexes (small |χPW|
value), together with weak interactions between the polyelectrolyte complexes (small η/ηc) are all essential factors in
rationalizing the exceptionally low interfacial tension measured
of the dense complex coacervate phase that was found to
display a sponge-like internal structure ﬁlled with freely
diﬀusing, bulk-like, water. We note that our analysis based on
the Flory−Huggins theory within the Debye−Huckel (DH)
approximation may be an oversimpliﬁcation of the system at
hand by ignoring the strong coupling eﬀects of electrostatic
interaction and the conﬁgurational change of the polyelectrolytes. In addition, the eﬀect of water can only be considered
phenomenologically in this model. Nevertheless, these
approaches have been successful in explaining the qualitative
behaviors of complex coacervation.10,36

(2)

Here, f 0 is the local part of free energy and ϕ0 corresponds to
the bulk polymer complex concentration. B is related to the
thickness of the interface of the coacervate macro-phase
σ0 2 10
,
18ψ

boundary and is equal to

where σ0 is the segmental

length of the polymer. In the case when N is large, the ϕ and η
1
a t t h e c r i t i c a l p o i n t a r e ϕc ≃ N (1 − 2χ ) a n d
P

ηc ≃

8 3/2
ϕ
3 c

{

1
NPϕc 2

−

1
(1 − ϕc)2

PW

}, respectively. Above the critical

point, the free energy has two minima at densities
corresponding to that of the respective phases. We expand
the free energy near one of the free energy minima at ϕ0, which
corresponds to the bulk polymer density of the dense
coacervate phase, and plug this into eq 2. Following the
paper by Cahn and Hilliard,35 we obtain the interfacial tension
near the critical point for phase separation as,
γ=

2 1/2
2 2 ⎛ σ0 ⎞
⎜⎜
⎟⎟ ( −2a)3/2
3b ⎝ 36ϕc ⎠
2

where a =

1 ∂ f0
,
2 ! ∂ψ 2

(3)

4

and b =

1 ∂ f0
.
4 ! ∂ψ 4

In the limit where |χPW | ≪ 1

(this condition corresponds to the situation when the
polymer−water interaction is smaller than kT), ϕ and η at
1
t h e c r i t i c a l p o i n t a r e ϕc ≃ N (1 + 2χPW ) a n d
P

8

ηc ≃ 3 NP−(1/2)(1 − χPW ).
a=
b=

2
1 ∂ f0
2 ! ∂ψ 2
4
1 ∂ f0

4 ! ∂ψ 4

≃ −(η /ηc − 1)(1 − χPW ),
≃

1 NP
4! 2

Then,
and

2

, which results in

⎛
⎞
3
γ = γ0⎜1 − χPW ⎟
⎝
⎠
2

(4)

This implies that the interfacial tension is larger when the
polyelectrolyte−water interaction is attractive (making χPW < 0)
and displays a larger (negative) amplitude, and smaller when
the polyelectrolyte−water attraction interaction is small, with γ
equaling the zero interaction value, γ0, when χPW < 0. The
dependence of the interfacial tension on the interaction
parameter between the polyelectrolyte complexes, η, follows
I
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the EPR signal. Spin labeling of mfp-1 was carried out by addition of
MTSL (S-(2,2,5,5-tetramethyl-2,5-dihydro-1H-pyrrol-3-yl)methylmethanesulfonothioate) in 2-fold excess, resulting in the
quantitative functionalization of mfp1 at its single cysteine residue
(Figure S2).
Preparation of Dense and Dilute Coacervates with Spin.
Complex coacervates of mfp-1 and HA were prepared by addition of
HA into protein solution at varying molar ratios: 2% (w/v) mfp1 and
2% (w/v) HA were dissolved into 10 mM sodium acetate buﬀer (pH
5.0). The condition of pH 5.0 and 10 mM acetate buﬀer was
employed, as pH 5.0 was found to be an appropriate pH to form
complex coacervation, given that the pKa value of COOH in HA is
2.9,37,38 and because the use of low salt concentration of 10 mM acetic
acid buﬀer was important when using the pendant drop method to
measure the interfacial energy. In addition, most of the previous
studies on coacervate systems with recombinant MAP37,39,40 were
performed under this condition. The total polymer concentration was
ﬁxed at 2% (w/v) for all combinations of mfp-1 and HA. Complex
coacervation of the two polyelectrolytes was measured turbidimetrically at 600 nm by UV−vis spectrophotometry. The relative turbidity
is deﬁned as ln(T/T0) where T and T0 are light transmittance with and
without sample, respectively.4 The zeta potential of coacervates was
measured by a Malvern 3000 Zetasizer instrument at 25 °C. The
instrument uses a 10 mW He−Ne laser operating at 632.8 nm.
Changes in the zeta potential of complex coacervate of mfp-1/HA
were investigated by incremental additions wt % of HA at pH 5.0.
Concentration of mfp-1 and HA in dilute phase and dense phase was
measured by amino acid analyze (S4300, SYKAM, Germany). Both the
dilute and coacervate phase were hydrolyzed in a 6 M HCl solution of
5% water-saturated phenol at 110 °C and under argon for 24 h.
Afterward, the samples were ﬂash-evaporated at 60 °C under vacuum
and washed until dry, twice with 1 mL of DI water, and then again
twice with 1 mL of methanol. The samples were then resuspended in
250−500 μL of dilution buﬀer and injected to a ninhydrin-based
Amino Acid Analyzer (SYKAM System S4300). Since the N-acetyl-Dglucosamine units of hyaluronic acid yield D-glucoamine after acid
hydrolysis as described, D-glucosamine was used for the quantiﬁcation
of HA. For ODNP and EPR measurements, mfp-1/HA complex
coacervates were prepared by mixing mfp-1 and HA solution with the
mass ratio of 55:45 with the total polymer concentration of 2% (w/v).
After 1 h equilibration time, spin probes (3 times the ﬁnal
concentration) were introduced into mfp-1/HA mixture and
continued to equilibrate overnight (store at 4 °C). Two phases were
formed after 2000g centrifugation for 10 min. The dilute phase can be
also physically separated from the dense phase after 2 days at 4 °C
storage, and right before ODNP and EPR measurements. Both dilute
phase and dense phase were measured individually by ODNP and
EPR.
Overhauser Dynamic Nuclear Polarization (ODNP). 1H
ODNP experiments were performed at a 0.35 T electromagnet,
operating at 14.8 MHz 1H Larmor frequency and at 9.8 GHz electron
Larmor frequency. A 3.5 μL sample was loaded in a 0.02 in. I.D. PTFE
tube (VICI Valco Instruments Co. Inc.) and sealed at both ends with
bee wax. The PTFE tube was mounted on a home-built NMR probe
with a U-shaped NMR coil. Dry air was streamed through the NMR
probe at 15 SCFH, and all spectra were acquired at 298 K.
Electron Paramagnetic Resonance (EPR). CW EPR spectra
were measured on a Bruker EMX X-band spectrometer equipped with
a ER4123D dielectric resonator. Samples were irradiated at 9.8 GHz
with the center ﬁeld set at 3400 G and sweep width of 100 G. The ﬁeld
modulation amplitude was kept below 0.2 times the center peak line
width to acquire the intrinsic EPR line shapes and amplitudes. Dry air
was streamed through the cavity at 15 SCFH, and all spectra were
acquired at 298 K.
Preparation of Cyro-TEM. Cryo-TEM samples of mfp-1/HA
complex coacervates were prepared by mixing mfp-1 and HA solution
with the mass ratio of 55:45. After 1 h equilibration time, 2000g
centrifugation for 10 min was perform to have two phases separation.
The 5 μL of dense phase of complex coacervates was transferred to a
B-type aluminum planchette (Technotrade International). The

CONCLUSION
Employing a combination of innovative experimental tools, we
make the discovery that the dense complex coacervate ﬂuid is a
phase displaying a bicontinuous and biphasic ﬂuid structure
within this macrophase, displaying nanophase separation at
length scales of 100 nm and smaller, in which one is a bulk-like
water nanophase and the other a polyelectrolyte-rich nanophase. The bulk-like water phase is shown to occupy 50% (v/v)
of the dense complex coacervate ﬂuid, in which an exceptionally
low cohesive energy of the dense complex coacervate ﬂuid
based on weak interactions between water−polyelectrolyte
complexes and water−water is found to be the molecular basis
of the low interfacial tension of the dense complex coacervated
ﬂuid, found with respect to virtually any surface in an aqueous
medium. We propose that the weakening of a contiguous and
strong hydrogen bond network of water within the complex
coacervate phase is due to weakened interactions between the
polyelectrolyte complexes and water. By the same logic, we
show that the addition of PEG that is known to corral an
extended hydration shell strengthens the water network within
the dense complex coacervate phase, as manifested in retarded
water diﬀusivity measured within the complex coacervate ﬂuid.
The addition of PEG consequently leads to an increased
interfacial tension of the dense complex coacervate to the water
phase. A theoretical model that describes the relationship
between the low interfacial tension of a coacervate ﬂuid and the
weak cohesive energy of a complex ﬂuid with a sponge-like
structure is provided. A sponge-like ﬂuid structure is formed
when the water−water cohesive and polyelectrolyte−water
attractive energy is very small, which in turn requires the
polyelectrolyte complexes to display an eﬀectively chargeneutralized and less hydrophilic surface, that is still hydrated.
Within this sponge-like structure model for the complex
coacervate ﬂuid, a low electrostatic correlation energy is
achieved with an increasing water-ﬁlled pore fraction of the
sponge structure that eﬀectively reduces the polymer
concentration and/or by the addition of salt or other means
that decrease the eﬀective surface charges on the surface of the
polyelectrolyte complexes. This study oﬀers a rationale and
physical basis for the exceptionally low interfacial tension of
complex coacervate ﬂuid, as well as a design principle for a ﬂuid
material with low interfacial tension that is an important base
property for underwater adhesives.
METHODS
Materials. Recombinant mfp-1 was prepared as previous
described.24,25 Hyaluronic acid (35 kDa) was purchased from Lifecore
Biomedical (Chaska, MN,). Spin probe 4-hydroxy TEMPO was
purchased from Sigma-Aldrich (St. Louis, MO). Small spin labeled
PEG poly(ethylene glycol)-bis-TEMPO (extent of labeling: 0.25−0.75
mmol/g) was also purchased from Sigma-Aldrich. Large spin labeled
PEG, 20 kDa linear PEG, and 17 kDa 6 arms PEG were prepared by
attaching 4-carboxy TEMPO (Sigma-Aldrich) to polyethylene glycol
through Steglich esteriﬁcation reaction. Experimental details of
Steglich esteriﬁcation are shown as below: PEG (1 g, 0.05 mmol
20k linear PEG, or 250 mg, 0.0147 mmol 17k 6 arms PEG), 4-carboxyTEMPO (110 mg, 0.55 mmol), and 4-dimethylaminopyridine (4 mg,
0.04 mmol) dissolved in dry dichloromethane (10 mL) were added to
dicyclohexylcarbodiimide (113 mg, 0.55 mmol) under N2 atmosphere.
After 2 days of stirring at room temperature, the mixture was ﬁltered,
the solvent was removed in vacuo, and the residue was dialyzed in 3
kDa molecular weight cutoﬀ (MWCO) cellulose membranes against
distilled water. The product was obtained by lyophilization. Spin
labeling eﬃciency (>90%) was determined by double integration of
J
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coacervate samples were then covered with the ﬂat side of another Btype planchette and were rapidly frozen in a Bal-Tec HPM 010 highpressure freezer (Boeckeler Instruments). After freeze substitution for
5 days at −80 °C in anhydrous acetone containing 2% OsO4, the
samples were warmed to room temperature over 2 days (24 h from
−80 to −20 °C, 20 h from −20 to 4 °C, 4 h from 4 to 20 °C). The
structure of the phase separated complex coacervation ﬂuid was ﬁxed
with osmium before washing it with acetone. Therefore, acetone is not
expected to perturb the structural features imaged. After 3 washes with
anhydrous acetone, the complex coacervate samples were embedded in
a graduated Epon resin (Ted Pella Inc.) dilution in acetone (5, 15, 25,
50, 75, and 100% (v/v)) over 3 days. After polymerization in a 60 °C
oven for 24 h, the resin was cut into 200 nm-sections using Leica EM
UC7 (Germany) and applied onto copper grids. All TEM images were
recorded using a transmission electron microscope (JEOL, JEM 1011
Tokyo, Japan).
Pendant Drop Method. The interfacial energy was measured by
the pendant drop method which measures the boundary tension of the
pendant drop in water.41 Since there are no variables such as the
viscosity or inertia, the Laplace equation can be applied in response to
the surface and gravitational energy to obtain the interfacial energy.
With the use of the Drop shape Analyzer (DSA100) from KRUSS
(Hamburg, Germany), image analysis with Young Laplace drop shape
analysis was done to obtain the interfacial energy. The pendant droplet
image was captured by the build-in high-speed camera, and with the
use of the DSA3 software, the interfacial energy was calculated after
manual input of substance density, magniﬁcation scale and calibration
object dimension.
Cryo-TEM Image Anaylsis. From the cryo-TEM image, we use
image processing to determine the percentage of white spot (water)
and black structure. Any colors in any image are usually represented by
color code ranging from 0 to 255, where 0 represents black color and
255 represents white color. The image processing algorithm will
calculate the number of pixel covered by the black and white spot on
the image by counting the total number color code of 0 and 255,
respectively. For example, suppose the image processing algorithm
detected [0,0,255,255,0,0] from a given image. This means the total
black pixel and white pixel are 3 and 2, respectively. In terms of
percentage, we have 60% black and 40% white. With this algorithm,
the image processing will count the number of 0 and 255 from the
cyro-TEM image and the results are represented in percentage on a
bar graph.
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