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ABSTRACT: The surface morphology and nanomechanical properties of poly(styrene-b-ethylene-co-
butylene-b-styrene) (SEBS) having different compositions were investigated using nanomechanical mapping
measurements based on atomic force microscopy. We obtained the deformation image, true surface
morphology, high-resolution Young’s modulus map, and map of deviated work simultaneously in a force
mapping. Such maps were successfully used to identify and characterize the composition and better
understand the relationship between microstructure and properties of SEBS samples. It is found that the
obtained Young’s modulus and deformation values, both for polystyrene (PS) or poly(ethylene-co-butylene)
(PEB) blocks, strongly depend on the microstructure that is dominated by the composition. As the PS
composition increase, the modulus of PS blocks increases from 19.2( 2.5MPa for SEBS (10/80/10) to 823.0
( 168.1MPa for SEBS (33.5/33/33.5), while PEB’s increases from 8.7( 2.1MPa for SEBS (10/80/10) to 97.6
( 17.8 MPa for SEBS (33.5/33/33.5). The calculated map of deviated work from elastic model will be a
convenient technique to visualize the distribution of viscoelasticity. Furthermore, the reconstructed true
height image reveals the true topographic feature free from sample deformation.

1. Introduction

An important class of thermoplastic elastomers (TPE) includes
block copolymers that are covalently joined homopolymer chains.
Thesematerials are known to self-assemble into a variety of ordered
structures such as spheres, cylinders, and lamellae at nanometer
scales, by a process called microphase separation. The latter is a
consequence of the intramolecular phase separation between homo-
polymer chains. Through variation of composition, processing
conditions, and molecular weight, dimensions, nature and orienta-
tion of the block copolymer nanostructures can be controlled.1-3

Owing to the widely separated glass transition temperatureTg of
the constituent phases, poly(styrene-b-polybutadiene-b-styrene)
(SBS) and poly(styrene-b-ethylene-co-butylene-b-styrene) (SEBS)
triblock copolymers provide a broad range of physical properties.
The hard polystyrene (PS) blocks form domains that serve as filler
and as physical cross-links to connect the elastomeric soft poly-
butadiene (PB) orpoly(ethylene-co-butylene) (PEB) blocks.2,3Owing
to the increased interest in versatile ordered structures (spheres,
cylinders, and lamellae, etc.) and outstanding mechanical (stiffness,
strength, toughness, etc.) properties of these block copolymers, a
better understanding of theirmechanical properties at the nanoscale
and adeeper insight into themicrostructure-property correlation is
required.Todate,mostof the studieson structuresof thesematerials
have been done using small-angleX-ray scattering (SAXS), electron
and scanning force microscopy, including in situ microscopy.4-6

However, neither SAXS nor electronmicroscopy techniques can be
used to determine mechanical information or directly link the
mechanical properties to the structures of the materials.

Recently developed atomic force microscopy (AFM) nanome-
chanical mapping techniques such as AFM tapping mode using

torsional harmonic cantilevers,7,8 band excitationmethod,9 contact
resonance based technique,10,11 and a commonly used technique,
force volumemode (FV),6,12-14 are simple and efficientmethods to
obtain the mechanical properties of materials with surface hetero-
geneity. Attempts have been made to utilize those techniques to
map the nanomechanical properties of some block copolymers and
supermolecular self-assembled systems.15-19 In a previous com-
munication,6 we reported a nanomechanical mapping technique
that is based on a combination of Johnson-Kendall-Robert
(JKR)20 contact mechanics and “two-point method”21 to interpret
AFM force measurements. With this technique, high-resolution
maps of Young’s modulus, deviated work from JKR theory,
deformation image, and true surface topography can be obtained
simultaneously in a force mapping.

In this paper, we present results from systematic studies aimed
at characterizing the compositional effect on surfacemorphology
and nanomechanical properties of poly(styrene-b-ethylene-co-
butylene-b-styrene) (SEBS) triblock copolymers. Herein, we
directly correlate the structures to changes in mechanical proper-
ties (Young’s modulus), which will enable us to have a deeper
insight into microstructure-property correlations.

2. Experimental Section

Four types of SEBS samples were supplied by Asahi KASEI
Corp. and usedwithout further treatment. The sample character-
istics including component weight ratio, number-average molec-
ular weight, Mn, and molecular weight distribution Mw/Mn are
listed in Table 1. Film samples with thickness about 10 μm were
prepared by solvent-casting a 0.004 g/mL SEBS toluene solution
onto cleaned glass slides. Toluene is a nonselective solvent toboth
the PS and PEB block, but it is only a little better for PS block
chains in solubilization than for PEB block chains.22,23 The as-
prepared films were first dried in a fume hood for 1 day and then
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in vacuum at room temperature for another 3 days to remove
residual solvent.

Nanomechanical measurements were taken using the force
volume (FV) mode on a commercial AFM system (MultiMode
with a NanoScope V controller) under ambient conditions. The
sampleswere scanned at constant force using anE scanner (Veeco
Instruments, 2.5μmin z and 10� 10μminxand y) and triangular
Si3N4 cantilevers with nominal spring constant of 0.32 N/m
(SNL-10, Veecoprobes). Force-distance curves were collected
over randomly selected surfaces 1 μm � 1 μm in area at a
resolution of 128 � 128 pixels. In order to eliminate the effect
of substrate stiffness, the value of the trigger set point (3 nm) was
far less than 1% of the film thickness. The obtained force curves
were analyzed using JKR contact mechanics. According to this
model, the Young’s modulus E is expressed by the following
equation:

E ¼ 3ð1- ν2Þ
4

� 1:27F1ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
Rðδ0 - δ1Þ3

q ð1Þ

where ν is Poisson’s ratio, R is the radius of curvature of the tip,
and δ is the sample deformation. F1 is the maximum adhesive
force proposed by Sun in the “two-point method”.21 Reference 6
shows detailed analysis procedures for calculating the E. Besides

Figure 1. Schematic representation of the force-distance curves with
an adhesive force between sample and AFM probe.

Table 1. SEBS Sample Characteristics

samples component weight ratio Mn Mw/Mn

SEBS (10/80/10) 10/80/10 75 000 1.1
SEBS (14.5/71/14.5) 14.5/71/14.5 75 000 1.1
SEBS (21/58/21) 21/58/21 74 000 1.1
SEBS (33.5/33/33.5) 33.5/33/33.5 70 000 1.1

Figure 2. AFM tappingmode phase images of thin films of (a) SEBS (10/80/10), (b) SEBS (14.5/71/14.5), (c) SEBS (21/58/21), and (d) SEBS (33.5/33/
33.5). Note the different scale in the images.
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mechanical properties, the apparent (original) height, deforma-
tion image, and true surface topography can be also obtained
simultaneously. As schematically shown in Figure 1, a force-
distance curve (the solid line is for compliant (soft) materials and
the dashed line is for hard material as a reference) is a plot of the
displacement, z of the piezoelectric scanner normal to the speci-
men’s surface as the horizontal axis and the cantilever deflection,
Δ as the vertical axis. In the force volume (FV) mode, the force-
distance curves are recorded until a specified cantilever deflection
value (trigger set-point),Δtrig, is attained over a two-dimensional
surface. At the same time, z-displacement values, ztrig, corre-
sponding to the trigger set-point deflection are recorded to build
the apparent height (topographic) image. Meanwhile, since we
have a force-distance curve for each point, we can also estimate
the maximum sample deformation value for each point, referring
to eq 2.

δ ¼ ðztrig - zcÞ- ðΔtrig -Δ0Þ ð2Þ
where (zc, Δ0) is the contact point where the tip jump-in the
sample surface because of the attractive forces. Then, two-
dimensional arrays of sample deformation values canbe regarded

as the sample deformation image. We now have apparent height
(ztrig) and sample deformation (δ) images taken at the same time
and Δtrig is the preset value and therefore constant for all of the
force-distance curves. Then, the appropriate determination is
performed for the contact point (the array of (zc,Δ0)), this realizes
the reconstruction of the “true” surface topography, free from
sample deformation.

For comparison, tappingmode datawere also obtainedwith the
same AFM and using a silicon cantilever with nominal spring
constant of 20-80 N/m (MPP-11100, Veecoprobes). Moderate
tapping forces corresponding to set-point ratiosof∼0.70wereused.

3. Results and Discussion

The triblock copolymer SEBS consisting of hard and soft
blocks that usually exhibit a phase-separated morphology has
been widely studied by AFM techniques.18,23-27 Figure 2 shows
tapping mode phase image of SEBS samples having different
component weight ratio. The characteristic phase-separatedmor-
phologies consisting of bright and dark nanophasic domains are
observed. At low PS component (SEBS (10/80/10)), a coexistence
of irregular short cylinders and spheres is generated. As the PS

Figure 3. Young’smodulusmapsof (a) SEBS (10/80/10), (b) SEBS (14.5/71/14.5), (c) SEBS (21/58/21), and (d) SEBS (33.5/33/33.5).Note thedifferent
scale in the images. Numerical values across the sections indicated by the line in parts b and c are given in parts e and f, respectively.
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weight ratio increases, themicrostructure changes froma rod-like
or an intermediate between the cylinder and lamellar structure for
SEBS (14.5/71/14.5) to a well-ordered lamellar for SEBS (21/58/
21). Further increase the PS weight ratio (SEBS (33.5/33/33.5)
induces a great change in microstructure such that only the EB
cylinder remains clearly visible. A possible reason may be
attributed to the high PS weight ratio which increases the SEBS
Tg a lot. The molecular mobility of PS decreases and it can not
form well phase separated morphology during the experiment
conditions. In such case, it is difficult to get clear PS features. It
should be noted that such conclusions are drawn only from the
results of the surface morphologies obtained by AFM tapping
mode and the bulk morphologies of triblock copolymers mainly
governed by the volume ratio of the phases. Here we only make
this statement to compare the results obtained from AFM
tapping mode with those of obtained from nanomechanical
mapping measurements. In any case, the topography data alone
provides little information about the chemical and mechanical
heterogeneity of the SEBS films, which is especially apparent for
Figure 2a-c. Without further analysis, identification of the
bright or dark regions is not possible because some other
researchers have assigned the bright regions to the hard PS
component and dark regions to the soft rubbery PEB
component.18,24 In general, however, assigning chemical compo-
sition to the features observed in height and phase images is
difficult unless additional experimentation is conducted.28,29

Furthermore, the assignment of the bright or dark contrast to
the hard or soft domain in phase imaging is not always straight-
forward. For example, several studies have assigned the brighter
contrast to the stiffer material and the darker contrast to the
softer material.30-33 In other reports, the darker region has been
attributed to the stiffer material and the lighter region to the
softer material.29,34 In order to provide an easy and efficient
method for identifying the composition and investigating the
mechanical properties of different regions, nanomechanical map-
ping measurements were performed.

Young’s modulus maps obtained from nanomechanical map-
ping measurements for SEBS samples having different composi-
tions are presented in Figure 3. As we observed, Young’s

modulus maps show a variety of ordered structures resembling
the surface topography observed in the tapping mode (Figure 2).
The characteristic phase-separated morphologies consisting of
high and lowYoung’s modulus regions are clearly exhibited. For
the SEBS (10/80/10) sample, a coexistence of irregular short
cylinders and spheres is observed from a Young’s modulus map.
As the PS weight ratio increases, the Young’s modulus maps
show well-ordered structure for the SEBS (14.5/71/14.5) and
SEBS (21/58/21) samples. The Young’s modulus map of the
SEBS (33.5/33/33.5) is also very similar to the image obtained
with AFM tapping mode. Moreover, this result further demon-
strate that only the PEB block forms well ordered structure (the
red areas with lower Young’s modulus are considered to be the
soft PEB blocks). The corresponding modulus profile across a
section reveals the two chemical blocks have a large difference in
modulus values (Figure 3, parts e and f). Therefore, such a map
enables us to directly link the morphology and mechanical
properties of the block copolymers. In the Young’s modulus
maps, the light green areas with higher Young’s modulii are
considered to be the hard PS blocks (in the case of Figure 3d, the
PS blocks are not clear), while the red areas with lower Young’s
modulii are considered to be the soft PEB blocks. Two typical
force-deformation curves corresponding to the two points
indicated by white and dark circles in the Young’s modulus
image (Figure 3b) are shown in Figure 4. The curve fit using JKR
contact mechanics is also superimposed in each case. The results
show that JKR analysis of the withdrawing process fits well for
the elastic PS component. However, deviations appear for the
viscoelastic PEB component because of the viscoelastic effect.
The Young’s modulus calculated from force-deformation curves
are presented in Table 2. Using the same evaluation method, we
also investigated the Young’s modulus of the bulk PS and PEB
films (Table 2). It is found that as the PS weight ratio increases,
the observed modulus of both the PEB and PS blocks dramati-
cally increase. The Young’s modulii of the PEB blocks of the
SEBS (10/80/10) is about the same as the bulk value but much
lower than SEBS (14.5/71/14.5), SEBS (21/58/21), and SEBS
(33.5/33/33.5). Although the PS blocks for the SEBS (33.5/33/
33.5) approaches the bulk value, it demonstrates a dramatic

Table 2. Calculated Young’s Modulus of the PS and PEB Blocks in SEBS Samplesa

samples

SEBS (10/80/10) SEBS (14.5/71/14.5) SEBS (21/58/21) SEBS (33.5/33/33.5)

Young’s modulus (MPa) PS 19.2 ( 2.5 133.3 ( 26.0 209.0 ( 29.3 823.0 ( 168.1
PEB 8.7 ( 2.1 25.6 ( 9.2 42.4 ( 16.9 97.6 ( 17.8

aThe measured modulus value of pure PS and PEB is 2.02 ( 0.59 GPa and 10.1 ( 0.5 MPa, respectively.

Figure 4. Force-deformation curves of local points indicated by the
circles in Figure 3b. The curve-fitting against JKR contact was super-
imposed on each curve. (a) PEB region (white circle), (b) PS region
(black circle). The shadow area in part a indicates the deviation from
JKR theoretical curve.

Figure 5. Map of deviated work of SEBS (14.5/71/14.5) sample from
the JKR theory.
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decrease in stiffness for the other three SEBS samples. Previous
work has shown that the hard substrate (usually, infinitely stiff
solids as compared to compliant polymer layers) is a critical issue
that affects the measured nanomechanical response.15 Usually,
researches limit localized deformations (indentations) to depths
much smaller than the total thickness of the films (<20%) to
eliminate the influence of the solid support.15 In our case, the trigger
set point of 3 nm ismuch less than 1%of the film thickness (10 μm).
Thus, the decreased modulus for the PS blocks and increased
modulus for the PEB’s mainly results from the microstructure
change that is governed by the volume ratio of the phases. At low
volume fraction of PS, the soft PEB blocks surround and support
the PS blocks underneath, while at high volume fraction of PS, the
microstructure changes to be more PS phase dominated. It should
be noticed that the Young’s modulus reported by Tsukruk et al.15

are 20( 7 MPa for the glassy domains PS and 7( 3 MPa for the
rubber phase PEB of a molecularly thick SEBS layers; those
reported by Motomatsu et al.24 are 24 ( 3.1 MPa for the PS and
6.4 ( 0.3 MPa for the PEB of a SEBS (15/70/15) sample. The
variation of determined Young’s modulus may result from the
AFMmeasurement, such as tip radius, tip geometry, and different
contact model.24,35 Other possibilities include sample preparation
such as film thickness.

As mentioned above, the JKR analysis fits well for the elastic
PS component but deviations appear for the viscoelastic PEB
component because of the viscoelastic effect. The deviated work
as indicated by the shaded region in Figure 4a is obtained
simultaneously. Here we demonstrate that a map of deviated
work of SEBS (14.5/71/14.5) can differentiate viscoelasticity
between the PS and PEB component (Figure 5). It indicates that

the map of deviated work can also clearly differentiate the two
chemical blocks of the copolymer. However, the deviated work
contrast between the hard PS and soft PEB blocks is inverted in
comparison to the Young’smodulus map. The softer PEB blocks
show higher deviated work than the hard PS blocks. Thus, the
deviation mapping from elastic model will be a convenient
technique to visualize the distribution of viscoelasticity.

Besides nanomechanical properties, we can also obtain the
deformation image and true surface morphology of the block
copolymers simultaneously with the nanomechanical mapping
technique. It is well-known that the height images obtained from
tapping mode and FV are affected by the sample deformation
caused by the force between the probe tip and the sample.29,34,35

Such images are usually misinterpreted as topographies. This
happens more frequently when the sample is soft materials such
as polymeric or biorelatedmaterials. However, here we will show
the true height images obtained using the nanomechanical map-
ping technique. Figure 6 shows the generated original height,
sample deformation, and reconstructed true height images. The
original height image (Figure 6a) is calculated from the set of
Piezo displacement at a constant trigger force. It contains
artifacts due to the deformation caused by the low elastic
modulus of the rubbery PEB component. The true height image
(Figure 6c) can be considered as the superimposition of the
original height image and the sample deformation image. The
weak contrast of the true height image is due to large compensa-
tion of the deformation at the soft PEB regions. As can be seen
from Figure 6c, the reconstructed height image indicates that the
sample surface is essentially flatwith a surface roughness less than
4 nm. It is worthy to mention that similar conclusion has also

Figure 6. AFM topographic images of the SEBS (21/58/21) film. (a) original height, (b) deformation, and (c) reconstructed true height image.
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been reported by Krausch et al., who use a 30 � 30 array of
amplitude/phase vs distance (APD) curves obtained with AFM
to reconstruct the “real” surface of poly(styrene-block-butadiene-
block-styrene) (SBS) model system.36 By comparing the section
analysis of the original height, deformation, and true height
images (Figure 7), it is found that the height value is greatly
decreased. The decrease in height values is due to the large
deformation caused by the force between the probe tip and the
sample. However, the reconstructed true height image reveals the
true surface topography free from sample deformation.

Figure 8 shows a section analysis on the deformation image
of the SEBS samples having different PS weight ratio. At low
PS component (SEBS(14.5/71/14/5)), the deformation caused by
tapping force is about 10 nm. As the PS weight ratio further
increases, the deformation caused by the same tapping force
gradually decreases. Such a result is consistent with the above
conclusion that both the Young’s modulii and the deformations
strongly depend on the microstructure which is dominated by
composition.

4. Conclusions

In conclusion, we have investigated the effect of composition
on the surface morphology and nanomechanical properties of
SEBS using a nanomechanical mapping technique developed in
our group. The true topography, elastic modulus, and deviated
work together with the original height and deformation images
have been obtained simultaneously in a force mapping. The
calculated local Young’s modulii for both PS and PEB blocks

strongly depends on the microstructure whose formation is
affected predominantly by composition. As the PS weight ratio
increases, themodulus of PS blocks increase from19.2( 2.5MPa
for SEBS (10/80/10) to 823.0 ( 168.1 MPa for SEBS (33.5/33/
33.5), while PEB’s increases from8.7( 2.1MPa for SEBS (10/80/
10) to 97.6 ( 17.8 MPa for SEBS (33.5/33/33.5). The original
topography directly obtained from the force volume mode is
demonstrated to be an artifact because of the deformation caused
by the tapping force. However, the reconstructed true height
image reveals the true topographic feature free from sample
deformation. The result of deviationmapping from elastic model
provides a convenient way to visualize the distribution of
viscoelasticity.
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