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ABSTRACT: We examine the swelling and dehydration−rehydration response of triblock polyelectrolyte complex (PEC) hydrogels
using small-angle X-ray scattering and rheology to demonstrate that PEC hydrogel microstructures equilibrate readily into
morphologies corresponding to pristine PEC hydrogels with comparable polymer contents. As such, we show that PEC hydrogels
possess identical microstructures independent of the route employed to make them. We propose PEC domain fission as the
dominant mechanism for these microstructural rearrangements. Furthermore, we show that mixing two fully formed PEC hydrogels
with distinct microstructures leads to microstructural rearrangements, resulting in hydrogels with intermediate microstructure and
viscoelastic properties of the individual PEC hydrogels. Our findings provide explicit experimental proof that PEC hydrogel
microstructures are not kinetically trapped and have implications for their processing in diverse applications.

The unique features associated with self-assembled
polyelectrolyte complex (PEC) hydrogels, like swift

self-assembly, rapid viscoelastic recovery after deformation,
and reversible complexation,1−5 emerge from a well-studied
phenomenon involving the liquid−liquid phase separation of
aqueous solutions of oppositely charged macromolecules such
as polyelectrolytes, proteins, and macroions.3,6−10 Block
polyelectrolyte (bPE) architectures facilitate the arrest of the
phase separation at the nanoscale, resulting in the formation of
nanoscale PEC domains embedded in self-assembled networks.
Thus, oppositely charged bPEs form a rich diversity of three-
dimensional networks with hierarchical microstructures.11

Significant recent progress has accomplished an improved
understanding of the microstructural diversity and bulk
properties (e.g., tunable viscoelastic response, response to
stimuli, and controlled swelling characteristics5,6,9,12,13) of PEC
hydrogels and also explored their utility as (bio)inks for
additive manufacturing,14,15 scaffolds,9,16,17 and drug car-
riers.5,18 Yet, one question regarding PEC hydrogels remains
persistently unanswered − do the PEC hydrogel micro-
structures represent equilibrium or kinetically trapped
structures?

PEC hydrogels have been shown, both in experi-
ments1,6,11,12,19,20 and theoretical21,22 investigations, to exhibit

microphase separation resulting in distinct PEC domains
arranged in diverse morphologies, including disordered
spheres, body-centered cubic arrangements of spheres,
hexagonally close-packed cylinders, and parallel stacked
lamellae. The morphology of the PEC domains in PEC
hydrogels has been shown to depend on polymer block
lengths, polymer concentration, salt concentration, pH, and
temperature.1,6,8,11,12,19,20,23−25 Moreover, the microstructure
directly influences the rheological behavior (i.e., shear moduli)
of PEC hydrogels,6,11 which, in turn, has direct consequences
on their performance during extrusion, printing, processing,
and long-term storage.14,15

Theoretical studies21,22 have indicated that PEC hydrogels
are equilibrium self-assemblies. However, these theoretical
efforts have also noted the coexistence of PEC domain
morphologies near the morphology transition boundaries,
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attributed to a shallow free energy landscape.21 Correspond-
ingly, experimental studies have noted coexisting morphologies
in PEC hydrogels. Still, it is not clear yet if those coexisting
morphologies appear owing to nonequilibrated assemblies or
are representative of equilibrated structures.6,11,19−21

In this Letter, we test the hypothesis that self-assembled
PEC hydrogels are equilibrium structures, which are expected
to arrive at the same microstructure independent of the route
employed to make the hydrogel through a series of
experiments seeking to probe the dehydration and swelling
response of PEC hydrogels. We formulated PEC hydrogels as
follows: (i) mixing aqueous solutions of oppositely charged
bPEs in appropriate ratio to form pristine PEC hydrogels, (ii)
controlled swelling from a concentrated PEC hydrogel to form
swollen PEC hydrogels, and (iii) complete dehydration
followed by controlled rehydration to form rehydrated PEC
hydrogels. In all three cases, bPE concentration in the
hydrogels was precisely controlled, and small-angle X-ray
scattering (SAXS) was utilized to characterize and compare
their microstructures. At the same time, the shear moduli were
measured to contrast their rheological behavior. We also
pursued the mixing of preformed hydrogels with distinct
microstructures, postulating that if the PEC hydrogels are
equilibrated structures, then the resultant mixed hydrogel
should possess an intermediate, uniform microstructure rather
than a microstructure comprising mixed morphologies.
Concomitantly, we note that understanding the responses of
PEC hydrogels to varied processing operations (such as
mixing, swelling, and dehydration) should have significant
implications on their developing utility as functional
biomaterials (e.g., reconstitution of dried hydrogel bandages,
synthetic biological membranes, and drug release vehicles),
contributing to the practical significance of this study.

We began by investigating the microstructural evolution of
PEC hydrogels upon their controlled swelling. PEC hydrogels
were made at a high bPE concentration CbPE and then diluted
with predetermined volumes of water to a lower CbPE. If the
PEC hydrogel microstructures were equilibrium structures, we
expected a microstructural transition as water was added to
swell the hydrogels. In contrast, if these PEC hydrogels did not
possess an equilibrium microstructure and instead comprised
kinetically trapped assemblies, we expected them to swell yet
retain their original microstructure.

SAXS experiments confirmed microstructural rearrange-
ments in swollen PEC hydrogels. PEC hydrogels comprising
oppositely charged triblock polyelectrolytes (ammonium and
sulfonate functionalized poly(allyl glycidyl ether)119 - poly-
(ethylene oxide)454 - poly(allyl glycidyl ether)119; a+sPAGE119-
PEO454-PAGE119; Figure S1) were prepared at CbPE = 50 wt %
and controllably swollen to 40, 30, and 20 wt % (Figure 1a).
SAXS spectra of the pristine 50 wt % hydrogel (top gray trace
in Figure 1b) revealed parallelly stacked PEC lamellae (LAM),
characterized by the appearance of secondary Bragg peaks at
2q* and 3q*, with q* being the wave vector position of the
primary Bragg peak (see also Figure S2). These observations
are in agreement with reports in the literature for similar
systems.11 As the hydrogel swelled from 50 wt % to 40 wt %,
we observed a leftward shift and a broadening of the primary
scattering peak. Importantly, the SAXS spectrum for the
swollen 40 wt % PEC hydrogel (blue traces in Figure 1b) was
nearly identical to the pristine PEC hydrogel (gray traces in
Figure 1b) prepared by mixing aqueous solutions of the
oppositely charged bPEs at CbPE = 40 wt %. Dilution to CbPE =

30 wt % led to a further leftward shift and broadening of the
primary scattering peak and a microstructural transition to
hexagonally close-packed PEC cylinders (HCP), indicated by
the appearance of the secondary Bragg peaks at 2q*, *q7 ,
and 3q* (see Table S1 for complete peak assignments, see also
Figure S2). Notably, the secondary Bragg peaks disappeared
for the swollen CbPE = 20 wt % hydrogels, and the primary
scattering peak broadened considerably and continued to shift
to lower q, revealing reduced microstructural correlation and
an order−disorder transition, with the spectrum corresponding
to a disordered, strongly correlated assembly of spherical PEC
domains (DIS). Again, the spectra of the swollen and the
pristine hydrogels were identical. We also confirmed similar
trends in a+sPAGE49-PEO454-PAGE49 hydrogels (Figure S3
and Table S2), wherein swollen hydrogels exhibited similar
SAXS spectra to pristine hydrogels at identical CbPE, indicating
that this microstructural evolution is not restricted to bPEs
with long end blocks.

Modeling of the SAXS spectra enabled quantitative micro-
structural comparisons between swollen and pristine hydrogels.
Figure 1c summarizes the characteristic spacing d (which
corresponds to the center-to-center distance, interaxial
distance, and layer repeat distance for the DIS, HCP, and
LAM microstructures, respectively) of the two hydrogel
families as a function of CbPE. Evidently, both preparation
methods resulted in nearly identical characteristic spacings for
all concentrations. We note that the small CbPE span limits any

Figure 1. Swelling experiments in a+sPAGE119-PEO454-PAGE119 PEC
hydrogels. (a) PEC hydrogels (CbPE = 50 wt %) were swollen to lower
CbPE by adding controlled amounts of water. (b) Scattering intensity,
I(q), as a function of wave vector, q, for pristine (gray) and swollen
(blue) gels. Spectra are arbitrarily shifted vertically for clarity. Black
vertical bars indicate assigned Bragg peaks. DIS, HCP, and LAM
correspond to disordered spheres, hexagonally close-packed cylinders,
and lamellae morphologies of PEC domains. (c) Characteristic
spacing, d, as a function of CbPE for pristine (gray) and swollen (blue)
hydrogels. (d) Frequency sweep results showing storage, G′, and loss,
G″, moduli of pristine (gray) and swollen (blue) hydrogels at CbPE = 30
wt %, measured in the frequency range of ω = 0.1 to 40 rad/s at a
strain of γ = 0.1%.
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d-CbPE scaling predictions, although tentatively, we observe a d
∼ CbPE

‑1/3 dependence (Figure S4).
Modeling of the PEC domains as spheres and cylinders for

the DIS and HCP microstructures, respectively, showed strong
similarities in microstructure (see Materials and Methods in
the Supporting Information for details on the fitting). The
radius of the spherical PEC domains in the DIS microstructure
was 13.3 and 13.7 nm for the pristine and swollen hydrogels
(CbPE = 20 wt %), respectively (Figure S5). Similarly, the
radius of the cylindrical PEC domains in the HCP micro-
structure was 9.8 and 10.1 nm for the pristine and swollen
hydrogels (CbPE = 30 wt %), respectively. The similarity in
domain radii between 30 and 20 wt % gels supports a domain
fission mechanism of equilibration during hydrogel swelling.

The shear moduli G′ and G″ of the swollen and pristine
hydrogels, measured by subjecting the hydrogels to a small
amplitude oscillatory strain (γ = 0.1%), were identical as well,
providing evidence of the similarity of not only the
microstructure but also of the bulk response to deformation
between the pristine and swollen hydrogels. Figure 1d shows G′
and G″ as a function of angular frequency ω for a+sPAGE119-
PEO454-PAGE119 hydrogels at CbPE = 30 wt %, indicating the
solid-like behavior of both hydrogels at low ω and a G′ - G″
crossover around the same ω ∼ 15 rad/s for both hydrogels,
indicating similar viscoelastic behavior.

In an attempt to probe the role of water in avoiding kinetic
trapping of the self-assembled structures, the swelling experi-
ments were pushed to the extreme by starting with completely
dehydrated PEC hydrogels. As such, PEC hydrogels were
formulated, dehydrated completely by lyophilization, and
systematically rehydrated to form a series of rehydrated PEC
hydrogels with known CbPE (Figure 2a). Again, we hypothe-
sized that if the PEC hydrogels were kinetically trapped, the
rehydrated gels must possess the same microstructure as the
starting hydrogel (pristine gel with CbPE = 50 wt %).

All rehydrated PEC hydrogels comprising a+sPAGE119-
PEO454-PAGE119 exhibited a similar microstructure compared
to their corresponding pristine gels (Figure 2b). The rehydrated
gels were prepared by completely dehydrating a 50 wt % gel
followed by rehydration with a calculated amount of water.
Expectedly,11 the 20 wt % gels, both rehydrated (blue traces in
Figure 2b) and pristine (gray traces in Figure 2b), exhibited the
DIS microstructure. A disorder−order transition to HCP was
noted for both the rehydrated and pristine gels at CbPE = 30 wt
%; the Bragg peaks for the rehydrated gels corresponded to 2q*
and *q7 while those for the pristine gels corresponded to

*q3 , 2q*, *q7 , and 3q* (see also Figure S2; see Table S3
for complete peak assignments). We also observe peak splitting
in the rehydrated gel at CbPE = 30 wt %, indicating coexisting
microstructures of different spacing. Additionally, an order−
order transition from HCP to LAM morphology was observed
at CbPE = 40 wt % (Bragg peaks for the rehydrated and the
pristine hydrogels corresponded to 2q* and 3q*). These
disorder−order and order−order transitions, noted in both the
pristine and the rehydrated gels, were consistent with previous
reports.11 We verified similar microstructural progressions in
hydrogels comprising shorter end-blocks, a+sPAGE49-PEO454-
PAGE49 (Figure S6 and Table S4), again demonstrating that
this microstructural evolution is not restricted to bPEs with
long end-blocks. Additionally, this behavior was consistently
witnessed at other starting CbPE (Figure S7 and Figure S8) and
in hydrogels with an entirely different cationic charge

functional group (guanidinium, Figure S9). These results
provided additional confirmation of the equilibration of PEC
hydrogels and showcased that rearrangements are agnostic to
starting CbPE, charge functional group (guanidinium or
ammonium), and end-block length.

Moreover, the PEC domain sizes and spacings for the
pristine and the rehydrated gels were similar and followed
trends consistent with previous reports.11,13 Spacings corre-
sponding to the fitted q* Bragg peaks are plotted in Figure 2c
and highlight the similarity in d-spacings between rehydrated
and pristine samples, which also agree well with the d-spacings
for the swollen samples shown in Figure 1. Of note, we report
two different spacings of HCP microstructure for the
rehydrated gel at CbPE = 30 wt %, a result of peak-splitting in
the SAXS spectrum (Figure 2b), which is predicted due to a
shallow free energy landscape driving the assembly of these
materials.21 As with the swollen hydrogels, the size of the PEC
domains of the rehydrated hydrogels is similar to their pristine
counterparts, with a spherical radius of 13.5 nm for rehydrated
gels (compared to 13.2 nm for pristine gels) at CbPE = 20 wt %,
and a cylindrical radius of 10.1 nm for rehydrated gels
(compared to 10.1 nm for pristine gels) at CbPE = 30 wt %
(Figure S10). Again, the similarity in domain radii upon
microstructural changes supports an equilibration mechanism
via domain fission.

Shear rheology measurements further substantiated the
similar bulk properties of the hydrogel pairs. Figure 2d
shows unchanged shear moduli (G′ and G″) among pristine

Figure 2. Dehydration and rehydration experiments in a+sPAGE119-
PEO454-PAGE119 PEC hydrogels. (a) Concentrated hydrogels were
prepared at CbPE = 50 wt %, dehydrated completely, and then
rehydrated with water. (b) I(q) spectra for pristine (gray) and
rehydrated (blue) gels plotted as a function of q. Spectra are arbitrarily
shifted vertically for clarity. Black vertical bars indicate assigned Bragg
peaks. DIS, HCP, and LAM correspond to disordered spheres,
hexagonally close-packed cylinders, and lamellae morphologies of
PEC domains. (c) Characteristic spacing, d, as a function of CbPE from
modeling of the SAXS profiles plotted in (b). (d) Frequency sweep
results showing storage G′ and loss G″ moduli of pristine (gray) and
rehydrated (blue) hydrogels, measured in the frequency range of ω =
0.1 to 40 rad/s at a strain of γ = 0.1%.
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and rehydrated a+sPAGE119-PEO454-PAGE119 gels. Likewise,
comparable shear moduli were also noted for pristine and
rehydrated gels comprised of guanidinium and sulfonate
functionalized PAGE51-PEO454-PAGE51 and for a+sPAGE119-
PEO454-PAGE119 and a+sPAGE49-PEO454-PAGE49 gels rehy-
drated to CbPE = 30 wt % (Figure S11). Taken together with
the microstructure results, our data shows that the hydrogel
microstructure is pathway-independent and, thus, not kineti-
cally trapped.

As a final route to test our hypothesis that PEC hydrogels
are equilibrium assemblies, we performed mixing experiments
where PEC hydrogels comprising bPEs with different charged
block lengths (a+sPAGE35-PEO454-PAGE35 and a+sPAGE74-
PEO454-PAGE74), and thus, distinct microstructures, were
formulated as separate gels. Subsequently, the individual short-
bPE and long-bPE hydrogels were mixed in a 1:1 ratio (Figure
3a). If the gels were equilibrium structures, we expected to see
a homogeneous microstructure in the mixed gels. In contrast, if
they were kinetically trapped assemblies, we expected to see a
heterogeneous mix of distinct microstructures in the mixed
gels.

Mixed PEC hydrogels exhibited homogeneous micro-
structures of intermediate length scale and morphology (Figure
3b; see also Figure S2). Notably, the 40 wt % mixed gel (top
blue trace in Figure 3b) displayed HCP microstructure with a
split primary peak; Bragg peaks were noted at *q3 , *q4 ,

*q7 , with an additional set of peaks at †q3 and †q7 , with
q† ∼ 0.029 Å−1 being the location of the second primary peak
(the second set of peaks are denoted with red asterisks in
Figure 3b). The corresponding short end-block and long end-
block bPE pristine gels were classified as DIS (dash-dotted
traces in Figure 3b) and LAM (dotted traces in Figure 3b;
secondary Bragg peak assigned at 2q*), respectively.
Interestingly, the mixed gel at CbPE = 30 wt % was characterized
as HCP (Bragg peaks at *q3 and *q7 ), but it displayed
broadening in q* similar to the single correlation peak of a DIS
gel and splitting in the *q3 secondary peak indicative of a
mixed morphology (second to top blue trace in Figure 3b).
Both mixed and pristine gels at CbPE = 10 and 20 wt % exhibited
DIS microstructure. All mixed spectra matched their pristine
counterparts, which were formed by combining aqueous

Figure 3. Mixed a+sPAGE35-PEO454-PAGE35 + a+sPAGE74-PEO454-PAGE74 PEC hydrogels. (a) Short bPE hydrogels were formulated with short-
length bPEs, a+sPAGE35-PEO454-PAGE35. Separately, long bPE hydrogels were formulated with long-length bPEs, a+sPAGE74-PEO454-PAGE74.
The short bPE hydrogels and long bPE hydrogels of the same CbPE were mixed in a 1:1 ratio to yield mixed PEC hydrogels. Schematic is shown for
the gels at CbPE = 30 wt %. (b) SAXS spectra plotted as I(q) versus q. The spectra for short bPE gels, long bPE gels, and mixed gels are depicted by
dash-dot, dot, and solid lines. Black vertical bars and red asterisks indicate the primary and secondary set of Bragg peaks, respectively. DIS, HCP,
and LAM correspond to disordered spheres, hexagonally close-packed cylinders, and lamellae morphologies of PEC domains. Spectra have been
vertically shifted arbitrarily for clarity. (c) Frequency sweep results for pristine short bPE hydrogel (gray circles), pristine long bPE hydrogel (gray
triangles), and mixed hydrogel (blue squares); samples are CbPE = 30 wt %.

Figure 4. Proposed mechanism of microstructural rearrangements. (a) Water added to dehydrated gels partitions into both the PEC domains
(finitely) and the PEO matrix during the initial rehydration of the (b) PEC hydrogel. (c) Additional water added to the PEC hydrogel can partition
only into the PEO matrix, causing gel swelling and PEO chain expansion, resulting in PEC domain fission and order−order and order−disorder
transformations in swollen or rehydrated hydrogels during equilibration.
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solutions of aPAGE35-PEO454-PAGE35, aPAGE74-PEO454-
PAGE74, sPAGE35-PEO454-PAGE35, and sPAGE74-PEO454-
PAGE74 at CbPE = 10, 20, 30, and 40 wt % (Figure S12).
Complete Bragg peak assignments can be found in Tables S5
and S6. Again, we attribute the coexisting microstructures to
the shallow energy landscape driving the assembly of these
materials.21

The domain spacing of the mixed gels was found to be
intermediate to the domain spacing for their corresponding
short-bPE and long-bPE pristine gels. Likewise, the spherical
PEC domains also revealed intermediate domain radii. For
mixed gels at CbPE = 10 and 20 wt %, the radii were ∼8 nm,
which represented intermediate domain sizes between both
short-bPE (∼6 nm) and long-bPE (∼10 nm) pristine gels at
both concentrations (Figure S13). Likewise, rheological
measurements confirmed that the intermediate microstructures
of the mixed gels resulted in intermediate moduli (Figure 3c),
demonstrating the tunable shear properties achievable via
mixed gels.

We propose the fission of PEC domains as the primary
mechanism responsible for the microstructural rearrangements
in PEC hydrogels, as illustrated in Figure 4. During the
swelling of a dehydrated PEC hydrogel (SAXS spectrum
shown in Figure S14), water is absorbed into both the PEO
matrix and the PEC domains during the initial rehydration.
The PEC domains only rehydrate until equilibrium is attained
according to the bPE block length. Additional water partitions
into the PEO matrix of the PEC hydrogel. We note that similar
behavior was seen in bulk coacervate systems in equilibrium
with their supernatant phase, where the introduction of excess
supernatant did not influence the volume of the complex phase
(Figure S15). This additional water causes PEO chain
stretching and domain fission, where the domains break
apart and reform into the energetically most favorable
configuration based on the new composition of the hydrogel
(Figure 4). We note that the stretching of the PEO chains has
been shown previously to dictate PEC domain morphol-
ogy,11,20 and core fission has been demonstrated as an
equilibration mechanism in amphiphilic block copolymer
assemblies26,27 and in polyelectrolyte micellar assemblies.28

This model is supported by SAXS modeling29 (Figure S5 and
Figure S10), as the radii of the PEC domains remain nearly
constant in each phase despite continual growth in the
characteristic spacing with increasing water content.

In summary, we present controlled swelling and dehydra-
tion−rehydration experiments to establish that PEC hydrogels
are equilibrium structures. Furthermore, the microstructures of
swollen and rehydrated hydrogels matched their pristine
counterparts. These data directly show that PEC hydrogel
microstructures are not kinetically trapped, hereby exper-
imentally resolving a decade-long assumption made on the
state of PEC hydrogel microstructures.6,11,19−21 We also
demonstrate that microstructural rearrangements occur when
two preformed PEC hydrogels with distinct microstructures
are mixed, leading to intermediate microstructures and shear
moduli. Lastly, we proposed a simple mechanism to explain the
microstructural rearrangements. We anticipate that these
results will be vital for implementing PEC hydrogels in future
applications, informing the long-term storage, transportation
state, and reconstitution conditions required to maintain the
desired PEC hydrogel microstructures and properties.
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