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ABSTRACT: Although it is known that contact-electri-
fied polymers can drive chemical reactions, the origin of
this phenomenon remains poorly understood. To date, it
has been accepted that this effect is due to excess electrons
developed on negatively charged surfaces and to the
subsequent transfer of these electrons to the reactants in
solution. The present study demonstrates that this view is
incorrect and, in reality, the reactions are driven by
mechanoradicals created during polymer−polymer con-
tact.

Contact electrification (CE)1 is a phenomenon in which
transfer of charge occurs when two surfaces are brought

into contact (with or without friction) and then separated.
Although its mechanism and the nature of charge carriers (i.e.,
ions2b or electrons6,7) remain incompletely understood,2 CE
has long been applied in several useful technologies, including
photocopying,3 laser printing,4 and electrostatic separations.5

Recently, a series of interesting studies6,7 suggested that
polymers contact charged to negative polarity6 can act as
solid-state reagents and drive chemical reactions (e.g., reduction
of metal salts and metal complexes, hydrogen production, or
chemiluminescence) in aqueous solutions. It was proposed that
these reactions are of a redox type6 and are related to the
transfer of the so-called “cryptoelectrons” 7that is, electrons
residing in high-energy states on or near the polymer surface. In
these studies, “impurities or additives in the polymer, reactive
end groups of the polymers, cosmic rays, unique states of
polymer chains or surface states induced by the mechanical
breakage of the bonds” 7 were proposed as the possible sources
of these electrons. Later work by Lubomirsky and co-workers8

put the involvement of cryptoelectrons in driving solution
reactions in doubt. Specifically, these authors repeated some of
the PMMA/Teflon contact-charging experiments and, using
XPS, have demonstrated that the negatively charged Teflon
does not reduce Pd(II) or Cu(II) salts but only promotes
adsorption of the metal cations. [It should be noted, however,
that the effects of oxygen plasma (used to clean the polymers)
on these results have spurred some debate.]23 Additional
concern about the reactions involving transfer of free electrons
comes from our own recent work,9 where we showed that
during CE, the contacting materials do not charge uniformly
but, instead, both contacting surfaces develop “mosaics” of
positive and negative charges (see Figure 2)thus both

surfaces, and not only the one with the net negative charge,
should be able to supply “cryptoelectrons”.
Notwithstanding these negative findings, the idea of driving

chemical reactions by surfaces activated during contact
electrification remains enticing. In the present work we show
this idea is, indeed, realistic and can be implemented with
various types of contact-electrified polymers. However, the
reactions driven by the polymeric surfaces are not electron (or
free electron) reduction but are due to mechanoradicals10

whose creation accompanies surface electrification and material
transfer during materials’ contact/separation.
Our experiments (Figure 1a) were similar to those described

in the previous CE literature6,7specifically, we used the
contact-electrified surfaces to reduce metal salts and to bleach
redox-active dyes. We tested various types of polymers (e.g.,
polydimethylsiloxane, PDMS; poly(methyl methacrylate),
PMMA; Tygon; polytetrafluoroethylene, Teflon; polyvinyl-
chloride, PVC; polystyrene, PS; polycarbonate, PC; polyoxy-
methylene, POM) that were contact charged either by pressing
against one another and then separating, or by mechanically
rubbing against one another. Irrespective of the manner of
charging, all combinations of materials gave qualitatively similar
results as narrated below.
For each pair of contact charged polymers, one piece

developed a net positive (+) charge, and the other a net
negative (−) charge of the same magnitude. These net charges,
Q, were measured by a Faraday cup connected to a high-
precision electrometer (Keithley, 6517), and their magnitudes
ranged from ∼0.2 to 3.0 nC/cm2 depending on the specific
polymer (e.g., Q values of ∼0.5 nC/cm2 for PDMS/PDMS
charging, ∼1.0 nC/cm2 for PDMS/PTFE, and ∼2.0 nC/cm2

for PVC/PTFE),11 which matches the values previously
measured by us1d,9,11 and others.1b,12 Once charged, the pieces
were immersed in an aqueous solution of a desired reagent(s)
and caused reactions illustrated in Figure 1b (bleaching of an
organic dye) and Figure 1c−e (reduction of HAuCl4 salt to
gold nanoparticles).
Previously, it was proposed6 that these reactions are driven

by the negatively charged polymers (contact charged Teflon in
ref 6a, and contact charged nylon and polyethylene in ref 6b)
which possess excess electrons. It was also stated in these
references that surfaces depleted of electrons should not drive
these reactions. We observed, however, that pieces with either
net (−) or (+) charge were able to affect the same reactions.
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This is illustrated in Figure 2a, which plots the kinetics of
bleaching of a Neutral Red, NR, dye by PDMS charged either
positively (Q ≈ 1 nC/cm2) by rubbing against Teflon or
charged negatively (Q ≈ −2 nC/cm2) by rubbing against PC.

Remarkably, both the (+) and the (−) PDMS pieces cause
bleaching with virtually identical rates. The ability of the
positively charged PDMSand other positively charged
polymers we studiedto drive reactions in solution is also
observed in the reduction of metal salts to nanoparticles (see
Figure 1c−e).
At first sight, these results seem to rule out the involvement

of electronsafter all, the positively charged polymers should
not be able to act as source of electrons. This conclusion,
however, is premature as it is based on a conventional view of
contact electrification in which the contacting surfaces charge
either uniformly negatively or uniformly positively. We have
recently shown9 that, in reality, each of the charged surfaces
features a “mosaic” of (+) and (−) regions of nanoscopic
dimensions (Figure 2b), and the overall charge of the
macroscopic piece of material corresponds to the sum of
charges over these domains. Since the individual nanodomains
are highly charged (on the order of μC/cm2),9 the (−) regions
on each of the contact charged pieces of polymer could, in
principle, provide enough electrons to drive redox reaction in
the surrounding solution. Therefore, the macroscopically
measured (e.g., by Faraday cup) polarity of an electrified
material cannot alone prove or disprove whether electrons
mediate the reactions affected by the contact charged polymer.
To resolve this issue we performed a series of experiments in

which we studied the reduction of pH dependent dye indicators
(Neutral Red, NR, and Methylene Blue, MB) by charged
polymers. We chose these dyes because (i) they are known to
be bleached to the so-called “leuco” forms13 and (ii) the
progress of the bleaching reaction can be easily quantified by
UV−vis spectroscopy.
If the observed dye bleaching were due to electron-mediated

reduction, the extent of this reduction should increase with
decreasing pH (this follows from the relation between the pH
of the solution and standard electrode potentials of the dyes,
see ref 13). In sharp contrast, for both dyes, the extent of
bleaching increases with increasing pH (Figure 3a,b)this
behavior is observed for all types of polymers tested, for both
(+) and (−) charged polymer pieces. Second, we performed
experiments in which mixtures of NR and MB were bleached
by charged polymers. If bleaching were due to a redox process,
one should expect the dyes to be reduced in the order of their
standard electrode potentials (for MB, 0.108 V at pH 5; for NR,
−0.198 V at pH 5). Instead, we observed (Figure 3c and SI,
Figure S1) that both dyes were bleached concurrently, as
evidenced by the concomitant decrease in the characteristic
UV−vis bands at 535 nm (for NR) and 664 nm (for MB).14

Also, analysis of the reaction for NR by ESI-MS (Figure S3)
showed that the dye was broken down to smaller fragments and
the reduced forms of the dyeexpected if the reaction were an
electron transfer processwere not present.15

Next, we examined whether the observed reactions depend
on the presence of charge on the polymers or on the physical
contact between them. To this end, we performed experiments
in which polymer pieces were charged “non-mechanically”, by
an ionic gun.16 As illustrated by the black curve in Figure 3d
(also see Figure S2 for other polymers), such charged polymers
were not able to drive any of the reactions tested. On the other
hand, polymers that were mechanically compressed but not
charged (as verified by Faraday cup measurements) effected all
of the reactions discussed above (Figure 3d blue curve).
Together, the experiments summarized in Figures 2 and 3

indicate that it is not the charges developed by CE but only the

Figure 1. (a) Schematic of the experimental arrangement. Polymer
pieces are charged by rubbing or pressing against one another and are
then immersed into aqueous reagent solution. Both the negatively
charged (−) and the positively charged (+) pieces can drive chemical
reactions in solution. (b) Bleaching of Neutral Red dye (2.5 μM in
water) by PVC pieces (four pieces, 16 cm2 total surface area)
positively charged by pressing against PTFE and placed into the
solution. (c) How PDMS charged positively by rubbing against Teflon
transforms HAuCl4(aq) (1 mg/mL) into Au nanoparticles. (d) SEM
image zooming on the Au NPs deposited on the surface of (+) contact
charged PDMS (scale bar = 1 μm). (e) UV−vis spectrum featuring an
SPR peak centered at 520 nm and characteristic of Au nanoparticles.

Figure 2. (a) Kinetics of % bleaching of Neutral Red (NR) aqueous
solutions (2.5 mL, 2.5 μM, pH 5.0 acetate buffer) by PDMS charged
negatively (net charge Q ≈ −2 nC/cm2) by rubbing against PC (red
line) and charged positively (Q ≈ 1 nC/cm2) by rubbing against
Teflon (blue line). Surface area of PDMS was the same in both cases
(16 cm2). Reaction progress was monitored by the intensity of an
internal charge-transfer band (due to donor dimethylamino group and
acceptor phenazine14 with maxima at λ = 535 nm). Error bars are
based on five independent experiments for each curve. Time is
measured from the immersion of the polymer into solution. (b) KFM
potential maps of positively (left) and negatively (right) charged
PDMS pieces showing both surfaces are “mosaics” of positively and
negatively charged nanoscopic domains. Color scales span potentials
from −1 V (dark) to 1 V (light). Scanned area is 5.5 μm × 5.5 μm for
both images.
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mechanical deformation of the polymersinvariably accom-
panying charging during polymer touching/rubbingthat
enables the reactions in the surrounding solution. This
conclusion points to the involvement not of electrons but of
mechanoradicals that are known to be created in mechanically
stressed polymers.17 In fact, we detected such radicals at the
surfaces of polymers that were contact charged mechanically
(e.g., by touching or rubbing) by magnetic force microscopy
(MFM). Figure 4 shows typical MFM images of uncharged and
positively charged PDMS surfaces. The lighter spots in the
MFM image of the charged surface correspond to the created
mechanoradicals (as in previous MFM imaging of radical-
containing polymers18); these features are absent in the MFM
maps of uncharged materials.
Finally, we performed two sets of experiments to directly

confirm that (1) radicals are transferred from the contact
electrified pieces into solution and (2) the numbers of these
radicals are commensurate with the previously reported
numbers of purported cryptoelectrons driving solution
reactions. To show this, 1 cm × 1 cm × 0.5 cm pieces of
PTFE, PMMA, PVC, POM, PC, PS, PE, and HDPE were
contact charged to ∼ (+) or (−) 1−2 nC and were then
immersed into 2.5 mL of 10 μM degassed acetonitrile solutions

of radicals scavenger DPPH19a−f (2,2-diphenyl-1-picrylhydra-
zyl). The mechanoradicals from the polymers reacted with the
surrounding DPPH solution and bleached it. Monitoring the
decrease in solution’s absorbance at λmax = 517 nm then
allowed for the quantification19a−f of the numbers of
mechanoradicals created per the unit area of the polymer
surface. The results of these studies and summarized in Figure
4c. For comparison, the rightmost bar in this histogram gives
the number of purported cryptoelectrons that the authors of ref
6a deduced would be necessary to account for the changes they
observed in their experiments. While their estimate as to the
sheer number was on the cue, we now know that it was not
cryptoelectrons but, instead, the mechanoradicals that were
operative in causing the solution reactions. We also observe
that the values given in Figure 4c agree with the concentration
changes observed in the dye bleaching studies (cf. earlier in the
text and SI, section 3) and with the previous ESR studies of
mechanically treated polymers.19g,h

With the above observations in mind, the chemical reactions
we observe can be fully rationalized as being caused by radicals.
For example, it has been shown previously that Au NPs can be
synthesized via a reaction initiated by radicalic species20 and
that MB and NR dyes can also be bleached by radicals.21

In summary, although charges developed by CE cannot be
readily converted into chemical energy, the mechanical
deformations accompanying contact charging22 of polymers
give rise to mechanoradicals capable of driving chemical

Figure 3. (a) Schematic illustration of the trends expected assuming
either radicalic or redox bleaching of the NR dye. If electron reduction
mechanism were operative, the dye color would fade more with
decreasing pH. However, the experimental trend follows the radicalic
mechanism, in which bleaching increases with increasing pH. This
trend is quantified in (b), which plots the kinetics of % bleaching of
NR by positively charged PDMS, buffered (acetate buffers) at pH 6.0
(red), 5.0 (blue), 4.0 (green), and 3.5 (black). Reaction progress was
monitored by the intensity of an internal charge-transfer band (due to
donor dimethylamino group and acceptor phenazine with maxima at λ
= 535 nm). (c) Bleaching of a mixture of 1.25 μM Neutral Red and
1.25 μM Methylene Blue (in pH 5.0 acetate buffer) by negatively
charged Teflon pieces (trend is similar if either positively or negatively
charged polymer pieces of various types are used; see SI, Figure S1).
(d) % Bleaching of 2.5 mL of 2.5 μM (pH 5.0, acetate buffer) aqueous
solution of NR poured into hollow TYGON tubes (see SI section 1.3
for details): (red) the inner surface of the tube was charged negatively
by rubbing against a PS rod; (blue) the tube was compressed from the
outside (compression ∼25%), but its inner surface was not contacted
by any material and was uncharged; and (black) the inner surface of
the tube was charged by an ionic gun (here, Q ≈ −2 nC/cm2; positive
Q’s gave similar results) but not rubbed/touched by any material. As
seen, only mechanical deformationbut not charge by itselfis
required to drive bleaching. For similar results with other flexible
polymers see SI, Figure S2.

Figure 4. MFM image of (a) uncharged and (b) positively charged
PDMS surface touched against another PDMS. Mechanoradicals
generated on the surface in (b) correspond to the lighter areas in the
MFM map (one of which is marked with a white arrow). Images taken
after charge decayed to zero. Scanned area is 5.0 μm × 5.0 μm for both
images. Color scales span the range from −5.0 to 5.0°. (c) Bleaching of
DPPH radical scavenger solutions confirms the creation of
mechanoradicals on contact electrified pieces. Gray bars in the
histogram on the right correspond to the surface densities of
mechanoradicals created on 1 cm × 1 cm × 0.5 cm polymer pieces
charged up to ∼1−2 nC. Standard deviations based on triplicate
experiments are 5−15% of the bar heights; inhomogeneities in rubbing
such as normal force applied, surface roughness are the main sources
of the error. The inset has the corresponding results for hollow
polymer tubes used in dye-bleaching experiments Error bars are
standard deviations based on the analysis of at least three different
samples for each polymer. Pink bar on the right corresponds to
cryptoelectron estimate from refs 6a.
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reactions. Looking forward, we suggest this concept could
provide a novel route to surface functionalization whereby one
would chemically activate the polymer’s surface simply by
rubbingwe will describe such effects in a series of upcoming
papers.
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