Communication
pubs.acs.org/JACS

Mechanochemical Activation and Patterning of an Adhesive Surface
toward Nanoparticle Deposition
H. Tarik Baytekin,†,‡ Bilge Baytekin,†,‡,§ Sabil Huda,† Zelal Yavuz,‡ and Bartosz A. Grzybowski*,†
†

Department of Chemistry and Department of Chemical and Biological Engineering, Northwestern University 2145 Sheridan Road,
Evanston, Illinois 60208, United States
‡
UNAM-Institute of Materials Science and Nanotechnology, Bilkent University, 06800 Ankara, Turkey
§
Department of Chemistry, Bilkent University, 06800 Ankara, Turkey
S Supporting Information
*

ABSTRACT: Mechanical pulling of adhesive tape creates
radicals on the tape’s surface. These radicals are capable of
reducing metal salts to the corresponding metal nanoparticles. In this way, the mechanically activated tape can
be decorated with various types of nanoparticles, including
Au, Ag, Pd, or Cu. While retaining their mechanical
properties and remaining “sticky,” the tapes can exhibit
new properties derived from the presence of metal
nanoparticles (e.g., bacteriostaticity, increased electrical
conductivity). They can also be patterned with nanoparticles only at selective locations of mechanical
activation.

D

eposition of nanoparticles (NPs) on surfaces is important
in a range of technologies, leading to the formation of
antibacterial ﬁlms on clothes and kitchen appliances,1 medical
devices,2 electronic components,3 and many more. Other than
physisorption, the formation of such NP coatings requires
chemical activation of the target surface, enabling the formation
of covalent bonds harboring the NPs. Here we take a
conceptually diﬀerent route to surface activation and NP
deposition, namely, via mechanochemical treatment. We have
recently shown that when contacted and then separated,
polymeric surfaces develop both surface charges and radicals.4
These species form as a result of bond breakingheterolytic
and homolytic, respectivelythat occurs when the materials
are being separated. In the present work, we applied these
phenomena to popular adhesive tapes, which, when pulled,
develop enough mechanoradicals to drive radicalic reduction of
metal salts to their nanoparticulate forms. By this route, we
were able to deposit a range of diﬀerent types of NPsfrom
antibacterial silver6 to antifungal copper7on the “sticky” side
of the tape or only on its patterned fragments. The tapes
covered with NPs retain their adhesive properties while gaining
new ones, including increased electrical conductivity or
bacteriostaticity. The mechanochemical activation by simple
pulling provides a straightforward yet previously unexplored
means of surface activation of polymer-based adhesives.
Our material of choice was a commercial Scotch adhesive
tape (Figure 1a), the same as the one underlying the Nobelwinning work on graphene8 and several other applications such
as triboluminescence, nondamaging isolation of plant tissues,
and quantiﬁcation of material adhesion.9 Although we used the
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Figure 1. (a) Formation of charged species as well as mechanoradicals
on the sticky side of the adhesive tape upon peeling. (b) AFM height
image, (c) AFM phase image, and (d) KFM map illustrating the
charge mosaics comprising both positive and negative regions. (e)
MFM map evidencing the presence of mechanoradicals (white spots).
For images of the tape’s nonsticky side, see Figure S3. All of the images
are 10 μm × 10 μm. For chemical tests further conﬁrming the
presence of mechanoradicals, see Figure 4b,c.

Scotch tape in most of the experiments described below, we
also veriﬁed the formation of NPs on tapes of diﬀerent
compositions and from diﬀerent suppliers (e.g., VIBAC 2″ clear
packaging tape).
From the standpoint of mechanochemistry, Scotch tape is
convenient because the polyacrylic adhesive it contains is in
conformal contact with the tape’s nonsticky polyethylene-based
side. When peeled oﬀ with typical speeds measured in cm/s,
the separation of the adhesive results in heterolytic bond
breaking and contact charging characterized by a net/
macroscopic charge on the order of few nC/cm2, as measured
using an in-house-made Faraday cage connected to an
electrometer. At the microscale, Kelvin force microscopy
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was also conﬁrmed by X-ray photoelectron spectroscopy
(XPS), as shown in Figure 2c and Figure S10.
The formation of NPs was not accompanied by any
signiﬁcant changes in mechanical properties, which we
quantiﬁed at the nanoscale by the Derjaguin−Muller−Toporov
(DMT) method (this technique determines the reduced
modulus, which is roughly comparable to a material’s Young’s
elastic modulus; Figure 3a) and adhesion mapping (Figure 3b)

(KFM), a technique to map surface potentials (for details, see
refs 4b and 4d), provides evidence that the charging is
nonuniform, in the form of charge “mosaics” (Figure 1d). In
addition, adhesive/tape separation entails homolytic bond
cleavage to yield surface radicals that can be visualized by
magnetic force microscopy (MFM), which measures long-range
magnetostatic coupling between a magnetized probe/tip and
the sample (Figure 1e).5 As we have demonstrated before4a,c
for contact charged polymers, it is these mechanoradicals rather
than the charges that can drive chemical transformations at
mechanically activated polymer−water interfaces; the results
below build on these early ﬁndings.
In a typical experiment, Scotch tape was manually peeled oﬀ
(at ∼1 cm/s) and then immersed in a 2 mg/mL aqueous
solution of a desired metal salt (here, AgNO3, HAuCl4, PdCl2,
or Cu(acac)2) for several hours to days. During this time, the
tape gradually developed a deep color (pink-red in Au, yelloworange in Ag, gray-brown in Pd, and greenish in Cu salt
solutions; Figure 2a). These colors reﬂected the formation of

Figure 3. Comparison of tape properties before (left column) and
after (right column) formation of nanoparticles as studied by AFM/
PeakForce QNM: (a) DMT modulus; (b) adhesion maps. The similar
vertical scales in each pair of images demonstrate that the mechanical
properties of the tape surface do not change signiﬁcantly upon NP
formation.

via the PeakForce Quantitative Nanomechanical Measurement
(QNM) method.10 On the macroscopic scale, after drying, the
tapes decorated with NPs remained adhesive to various types of
surfaces (Figure S11).
A plausible mechanism by which the metal NPs form on a
mechanoactivated tape involves the homolytic cleavage4a,11 of
bonds during peel-oﬀ (Figure 4a). It is known that such radicals

Figure 2. (a) Upon peeling oﬀ the tape and immersing it in an
aqueous solution of HAuCl4, PdCl2, Cu(acac)2, or AgNO3 (each 2
mg/mL in H2O), metal NPs were formed on the adhesive sides of the
tape. Scale bar =1 cm. (b) Red curves are the UV−vis absorption
spectra of the tapes after 2 days of immersion in diﬀerent metal salt
solutions. The spectra feature characteristic SPR bands, which are
absent in the spectra of the salts (e.g., the yellow curve for HAuCl4 in
the upper-left picture). The relatively broad SPR bands are expected of
both large (ca. 50 nm) and aggregated NPs. All types of metal NPs
formed on the tapes were imaged by SEM (Au, top left; Pd, top right;
Cu, bottom right; Ag, bottom left). Scale bar = 200 nm, immersion
time = 10 h. (c) XPS spectrum featuring the Au 4f peak at 84 eV
characteristic of Au NPs.
Figure 4. (a) Radicalic mechanism by which nanoparticles form on
peeled-oﬀ adhesive tapes. (b) Optical images of the DPPH solution (4
mg/L, CH3CN) before and after tape immersion for 24 h. (c) The
yellow line is a visible spectrum of a peeled-oﬀ tape ﬁrst immersed into
a 4 mg/L DPPH solution for 2 h and then kept in 2 mg/mL
HAuCl4(aq) for 24 h. The drastic reduction in the intensity of the Au
SPR peak compared with that for the tape that was not immersed in
radical scavenging DPPH (red line) should be noted.

metal nanoparticles. The presence of ∼100 nm NPs was
directly conﬁrmed by scanning electron microscopy (SEM), as
shown by the images in Figure 2b for (clockwise) Au, Pd, Cu,
and Ag. (For TEM images of NPs see Figure S8). In addition,
UV−vis spectra of Au-, Ag-, Pd-, and Cu-covered tapes featured
characteristic surface plasmon resonance (SPR) bands
indicative of the presence of fully reduced metal NPs; this
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can reduce metal ions to solid metals,4a,c,12 which is also
facilitated by small amounts of H2O2 formed in aqueous
solutions of mechanically treated polymers.4a,13 As shown in
Figure 1e, mechanoradicals on the peeled-oﬀ tape can be
detected by MFM. The existence of radicals was also
independently conﬁrmed by a chemical test in which the tape
was immersed in a solution of the radical scavenger 2,2diphenyl-1-picrylhydrazyl (DPPH) (4 mg/L in CH3CN)
immediately after it was peeled oﬀ;14 upon such immersion,
the absorption maximum of the solution at λmax = 517 nm
decreases in intensity and the color fades (Figure 4b),
indicating that the radical scavenger reacted with the
mechanoradicals. The key role of mechanoradicals was also
corroborated by experiments in which exposure to DPPH
eliminated the ability of the tapes to cause NP formation upon
immersion in a salt solution (Figure 4c, red line vs yellow line).
To eliminate the possibility that the acrylate polymer base
itself contained the reductant, we removed this polymer from
the tape by soaking it in toluene or dichloromethane (see
Figures S1 and S2 in the Supporting Information). These
solvents did not dissolve the polyethylene backing strip, and the
polyacrylate was selectively removed, dried, and redispersed in
dichloromethane. When this “recovered” polyacrylate was then
treated with various metal salts, no reduction and no formation
of metal nanoparticles were observed even after several weeks,
emphasizing again the importance of the polymer’s mechanical
activation.
Finally, we note that we previously conﬁrmed that reduction
of metals in an aqueous environment could not be attributed to
the charged species on mechanically treated polymers. For
details, see refs 4a and 4c.
We conclude with several considerations of potential
practical usefulness. First, the concentration of the formed
NPs increases with the immersion time in the salt solution
(Figure 5a and Figure S6). Second, the tapes can be patterned
with NPs only in select locations. This is done by mechanically
pressing only selected regions of the polyacrylate adhesive.
Then, upon immersion in the salt solution, only the pressed
regions are activated and promote NP growth therein, as
illustrated by the examples of a ﬁngerprint in Figure 5c and
photolithographically deﬁned patterns in Figure 5d. Third,
when the tapes are decorated by Ag NPs, these particles confer
their bacteriostatic and bacteriocidal eﬀects15,16 on the
polymeric surfaces, as illustrated in Figure 5b. Fourth,
deposition of the metallic NPs increases the tape’s electrical
conductivity, as illustrated in Figure 5e (4.81 × 10−5 S/m for
Au NP-decorated tape vs 1.15 × 10−6 S/m for the native tape).
Importantly, all of these properties are in addition to the most
practically important property, namely, the tape’s remaining
adhesive (cf. unchanged mechanical properties in Figure 3 and
Figure S11).
In summary, we have described perhaps the most
straightforward way of depositing metallic NPs onto polymer
adhesives: in our mechanochemical approach, the target surface
is activated by simple pulling of an adhesive tape. We have also
demonstrated the combination of mechanoactivation and soft
lithographyto the best of our knowledge, this is the ﬁrst
example of mechanochemical processes being micropatterned
over target polymeric surfaces. Since mechanoradicals form on
various types of polymers,4a our methods can be extended to
other materials and systems. Some applications we envision as
practically relevant are tapes covered with Cu NPs (for

Figure 5. (a) Concentration of adsorbed NPs increases with
immersion time (here 0−4 days), as evidenced by the hue becoming
deeper. Shown here are tapes harboring Au NPs. Scale bar = 1 cm. (b)
Tapes covered with Ag NPs show bacteriostatic properties, as
evidenced by the clear (i.e., bacteria free) 1.6 ± 0.4 mm thick zones
of inhibition around circular tape pieces (see section 3 in the
Supporting Information for details of this experiment). Scale bar = 0.5
cm. (c) NP growth is patterned by mechanically activating only select
tape regions, here only at the locations where a ﬁnger was placed on
the tape. The resulting deposition follows the ﬁngerprint. Scale bar = 1
cm. (d) Regular patterns of NP deposition can also be obtained by
pulling the tape oﬀ of polydimethylsiloxane (PDMS) masters and then
immersing it in a salt solution. The PDMS master on the left has
depressed “wells” on its surface−in these regions, the tape is not in
contact with the PDMS and is not mechanoactivated for subsequent
NP deposition. The PDMS master on the right has protruding posts
that come into contact with the tape; again, only these regions are
activated for NP deposition. Scale bar = 1 cm. (e) NP-covered tapes
become conductive. In the I−V plot shown, blue symbols are for the
original tape immersed in water for 24 h and red markers are for tape
immersed in 2 mg/mL HAuCl4 solution for 24 h (after immersion,
both tapes were thoroughly dried overnight). The conductivity of the
NP-decorated tape is ∼40 times higher than of the “native” tape. Error
bars are based on four independent measurements.

antifungal protection in moist areas) and bacteriostatic Ag NPbased ﬁlms (e.g., Saran wrap) for antibacterial food packaging.
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