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Stimuli-responsive block copolymers are defined as copolymers
whose blocks can undergo relatively large and abrupt, physical or
chemical changes in response to small external stimuli. Generally,
slight changes in the structures and functions of block copolymer
aggregates can result in the release of an incorporated species, which
has great potential in the fields of controllable drug transport and
gene delivery.1 It has been proven that the aggregation behaviors
of amphiphiles and amphiphilic polymers in aqueous media are
determined to a great extent by their chemical composition, e.g.
the ratio of the hydrophobic part to the hydrophilic part.2 This
property enables precise control of the aggregating structures of
stimuli-responsive polymers by altering their chemical composition
via external stimuli such as pH,3 light,4 temperature,5 oxidation,6

and reduction.7 Among these functionalities, redox responsive
polymers have attracted wide interest for their promising applica-
tions in controllable encapsulation and delivery in physiological
environments, where the redox process is constantly and widely
present. In terms of the utility of multiresponsive assemblies for
the programmed release of functional species in different environ-
ments, however, it remains important to develop new types of block
copolymer aggregates that are responsive to both oxidants and
reductants (i.e., those that show dual redox responses) under mild
conditions.

Selenium-containing compounds have been widely used in the
pharmacochemistry as antioxidants for the well-known glutathione
peroxidase (GPx) activity,8 among which diselenide is a promising
candidate for a dual redox response due to its good activity in the
presence of either oxidants or reductants. Normally, Se-Se bonds
are cleaved and oxidized to seleninic acid in the presence of oxidants
and reduced to selenol in a reducing environment.9 To achieve dual
redox responsiveness, a block copolymer with one water-insoluble
diselenide-containing block and two water-soluble polyethylene
glycol (PEG) blocks was designed and synthesized and its self-
assembly behavior in water was studied. It was expected that the
Se-Se bonds would undergo a structural dissociation, inducing the
disassembly of the aggregates in the presence of oxidants or
reductants, as shown in Scheme 1.

To date, only a few successful examples have been shown for
synthesis of diselenide-containing polymers by condensing organic
diselenocyanates or diselenosulfates with an acid or base initiator.10

These systems generally involved a low solubility of the polymer.
In this study, the diselenide group was first introduced into a diol
structure, which possessed the desirable solubility. The diselenide-
containing polyurethane (PUSeSe) blocks were then synthesized
via polymerization of toluene diisocyanate (TDI) in slight excess
with diselenide-containing diols and finally terminated by PEG
monomethyl ether. Thus, an ABA-type diselenide-containing tri-
block copolymer with good solubility in common solvents was
obtained, denoted by PEG-PUSeSe-PEG (Mw 6.85 × 104 g/mol by

1H NMR. For details of the synthesis and characterization, see
Supporting Information).

PEG-PUSeSe-PEG is a typical amphiphilic block copolymer that
can self-assemble in an aqueous environment. The critical aggregate
concentration (CAC) of PEG-PUSeSe-PEG was ∼3.1 × 10-4 mg/
mL, measured by the fluorescent method, using pyrene as the probe.
The size of the aggregates was determined by dynamic light
scattering (DLS) to be of an ∼76 nm average diameter. To further
investigate the specific structure of the PEG-PUSeSe-PEG ag-
gregates, cryo-transmission electron microscopy (cryo-TEM) was
used to observe the aggregates. The results in Figure 1a clearly
show that the PEG-PUSeSe-PEG block copolymer has an aggregat-
ing structure with a solid core in aqueous solution, which is
generally considered to be a micellar structure. It is worth noting
that these micelles were quite stable in an ambient environment,
indicating that the active Se-Se groups were buried in the cores
of the micelles and that the oxidation of Se-Se groups by oxygen
had been greatly inhibited. Therefore, the micellar structures were
stable for more than 1 month (Supporting Information, Figure S3).

H2O2 was chosen as an oxidant to investigate the cleavage of
the Se-Se bonds in the aggregates and the consequent disassembly
of the PEG-PUSeSe-PEG micelles. This was added into an aqueous
solution of PEG-PUSeSe-PEG aggregates to investigate the oxida-
tion responsive behavior of the aggregates. As shown in Figure
S3, the micellar structure of PEG-PUSeSe-PEG was converted
into irregular aggregates after 2 h of oxidation and these were
subsequently decomposed into tiny aggregates with sizes of several
nanometers 3 h later, indicating that the oxidation stimulus had
indeed induced the cleavage of the PEG-PUSeSe-PEG micelles.
Cryo-TEM observation also indicated that no block copolymer
aggregates existed. Therefore, the Se-Se bonds in the PEG-

Scheme 1. Structure of PEG-PUSeSe-PEG and Schematic of the
Redox Responsive Disassembly of PEG-PUSeSe-PEG Micelles
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PUSeSe-PEG micelles could undergo cleavage in the presence of
peroxides, which resulted in oxidation responsive disassembly. It
is interesting to note that the micelles of PEG-PUSeSe-PEG are
not only oxidation responsive but also reduction responsive. Because
the Se-Se bonds were quite sensitive and underwent a cleavage
in the presence of reductants such as thiols,9 reduced glutathione
(GSH) was used as a reductant to detect the reductant responsive-
ness of the above aggregates. Similar results were obtained when
GSH was added to a final concentration of 0.1 mg/mL: the micelles
became irregular and, subsequently, tiny aggregates formed during
the process of reduction, as shown by TEM and cryo-TEM
observations (Supporting Information, Figure S5). Both the oxida-
tion and reduction procedures were shown to have the capability
to destroy Se-Se bonds so that the redox responsiveness of the
Se-containing block copolymer aggregates was realized. It was
therefore confirmed that the introduction of diselenide groups into
the polymer backbone can endow the formed micelles with dual
redox responsiveness.

As demonstrated, this kind of dual redox responsive block
copolymer micelles can be employed to incorporate and release
small molecules. Taking fluorescent Rhodamine B (RB) as a model,
RB-loaded PEG-PUSeSe-PEG micelles were prepared to perform
fluorescence microscopy (FM) and controlled release experiments.
The micellar solution was dialyzed against the deionized water until
the water outside the dialysis tube exhibited negligible fluorescence
emission of RB. This dialysis not only guaranteed the removal of
the unentrapped RB molecules but also indicated that the RB-loaded
micelles were quite stable in aqueous solution before the introduc-
tion of the redox stimuli. As shown in Figure 1b, the RB-loaded
PEG-PUSeSe-PEG micelles were found as spherical aggregates on
the substrate, while the aggregates disappeared upon the addition
of 0.1% H2O2 solution, indicating disassembly of the micelles and
the release of RB from the aggregates. Similarly, collapse of the
micelles was also observed after the addition of GSH. To understand
the release behavior of the RB molecules upon the addition of
oxidant and reductant, a solution of RB-loaded micelles was kept
in a dialysis tube and then placed into a solution of H2O2 or GSH
at a certain concentration. Thus, the release of RB was monitored
by the increasing fluorescence of the solution outside the dialysis
tube. From the curves in Figure 1c and 1d, an abrupt release of
RB molecules was initially observed upon the addition of oxidant
and reductant. More importantly, the release rate of RB could be

further tuned through variation of the concentration of oxidants and
reductants. RB exhibited a slower release in a diluted solution of
H2O2 or GSH. It should be pointed out that even in a solution with
a relatively low concentration of oxidants and reductants, such as
0.01% v/v and 0.01 mg/mL, the PEG-PUSeSe-PEG micelles could
still undergo evident collapse in response to the external redox
stimuli, indicating good sensitivity and mild operation conditions.
Thus, the conclusion can be drawn that the PEG-PUSeSe-PEG
micelles can be used to load functional molecules and that these
molecules can be released in a controllable manner through either
oxidation or reduction stimuli.

In summary, a diselenide-containing block copolymer was
synthesized and its dual redox responsive disassembly upon addition
of oxidants or reductants was investigated. The results show that
the redox responsive PEG-PUSeSe-PEG micelles were quite stable
under ambient conditions but could exhibit very good sensitivity
to external redox stimuli. The incorporated species could be released
from the micelles when some effective oxidants or reductants were
added in a mild environment. Considering the active nature of the
Se-Se bonds existing in the block copolymer, attempts were made
to use some other stimuli, such as γ rays, to destroy the aggregates
and release the loaded species. It is fully expected that this kind of
multiresponsive block copolymer aggregate may function as a
controlled drug delivery system, enabling a combination of che-
motherapeutics and actinotherapy.
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Figure 1. (a) Cryo-TEM image of PEG-PUSeSe-PEG micelles. (b) FM
image of RB-loaded micelles, and the release behavior of RB in (c) H2O2

and (d) GSH.
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