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Liquid crystalline droplets in aqueous
environments: electrostatic effects

Alexander V. Dubtsov, *a Sergey V. Pasechnik, a Dina V. Shmeliova, a

Ayvr Sh. Saidgaziev, a Ekaterina Gongadze, b Aleš Iglič b and Samo Kralj cd

We demonstrate the strong impact of electrostatic properties on radial–bipolar structural transitions in

nematic liquid crystal (LC) droplets dispersed in different aqueous environments. In the experimental part

of the study, we systematically changed the electrostatic properties of both LC droplets and aqueous

solutions. Mixtures of nematics were studied by combining LC materials with negative (azoxybenzene

compounds) and strongly positive (cyanobiphenyl) dielectric anisotropy. The aqueous solutions were

manipulated by introducing either polyvinyl alcohol, glycerol, electrolyte or amphiphilic anionic surfactant

SDS into water. In the supporting theoretical study, we identified the key parameters influencing the

dielectric constant and the electric field strength of aqueous solutions. We also estimated the impact of

different electrolytes on the Debye length at the LC–aqueous interface. The obtained results are further

analysed for chemical and biological sensing applications.

1 Introduction

Uniaxial nematic liquid crystals (LCs) are anisotropic fluids
exhibiting long-range orientational ordering. The mesoscopic
local uniaxial orientation of LC molecules is well determined by
the nematic director field, displaying head-to-tail invariance.1

In thermotropic LCs, nematic ordering appears via a continuous
symmetry breaking phase transition on lowering the temperature
from the isotropic phase. Consequently, nematic ordering exhibits
softness and is extremely susceptible to various perturbations. For
this reason, in flat thin LC cells, in which relatively uniform
nematic director configurations are desired, an aligning layer
is commonly introduced to suppress perturbations imposed by
bare ‘‘disordered’’ substrate structure. In traditional studies,
such aligning layers impose either homogeneous or isotropic
tangential, tilted or homeotropic anchoring conditions.

These conditions could also be controlled sensitively in
curved (e.g. spherical or cylindrical) confinements in the absence
of alignment layers. Examples are demonstrated in Fig. 1, where
nematic director structures2,3 in a spherical confinement reveal
compromises among elastic properties, determined by the Frank
nematic elastic constants K11, K22, K33, and K24, confining

interface conditions and the confinement characteristic size.
The most common director configuration for tangential anchoring
is the bipolar4,5 configuration (Fig. 1A), which is commonly stable
in LCs with K11 o K33. For cases K11 4 K33, twisted bipolar6

(Fig. 1B) or toroidal7 (Fig. 1C) director configurations are typically
observed depending on the K22 module value. Homogeneous
homeotropic anchoring in the nematic droplets results in a
radial-type configuration (Fig. 1G), where the nematic director is
preferentially aligned along the radius vector.4,5 The tangential-to-
homeotropic anchoring transition induces intermediate director
configurations (Fig. 1D–F). We, henceforth, use the notations
radial and bipolar for the radial-type and bipolar-type nematic
structures, respectively.

Confined nematic structures could be efficiently modified by
external electric fields,8–10 magnetic fields,11,12 temperature
fields4 and flow fields.13 Furthermore, a light-induced
bipolar-to-radial structural transition can be observed in
droplets of photosensitive liquid crystals exhibiting trans–cis
isomerization,14,15 as well as liquid crystals doped with photo-
sensitive azodendrimers.16,17 In this case, the wavelength of
irradiating light allows controlling forward and reverse
transitions.16,17 Surface anchoring conditions in spherical LC
droplets can be also modified by amphiphilic molecules in
confining matrices.5,18–21

Changes in nematic configurations are often accompanied
by transformations of topological defects which obey topologi-
cal conservation laws.22,23 Recent results have shown that
topological defects can be a platform for the self-organization
of biological inclusions.24,25 On this basis, LC emulsions with
structural transformations within droplets were proposed as a
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sensing platform for chemical and biological impurities.26

Specifically, the sensitivity of LC droplets was found to be six
orders of magnitude lower than planar LC interfaces.27 Thereby,
structural transformations within droplets are of special interest.
These transformations depend on the concentration of biological
impurities, the size of LC droplets, the ionic strength and pH of
the solution, temperature, and the chemical structure of the LC.
Flow cytometry28 and whispering gallery mode (WGM)29 can be
used for rapid determination of the internal structure of droplets.
In particular, WGM allows one to detect small changes in the
internal ordering of LC droplets.29

Recently, spontaneous formation of the radial nematic director
configuration was reported in droplets of LC mixtures (consisting of
azoxybenzene and biphenyl components) dispersed in water.15

On the other hand, pure nematic materials in droplets were
oriented tangentially at the aqueous–LC interface. A simple
theoretical model was presented assuming that electrostatic
interactions were the key reason for observed features.15

However, deeper understanding of electrostatic phenomena is
needed to develop future LC–water based sensors for various
applications.

In this paper, we report on our experimental and theoretical
study of droplets of nematic mixtures that are immersed in
aqueous environments consisting of (i) aqueous–PVA, (ii) aqueous–
glycerol, (iii) aqueous–electrolyte and (iv) aqueous–SDS solutions.

2 Experimental set-up

We performed the experiments with nematic LCs ZhK-440
(NIOPIK) and 5CB (Alfa Aesar) and their mixtures (Fig. 2).

ZhK-440 is a weakly polar mixture of two-thirds p-n-butyl-p-
methoxyazoxybenzene and one-third p-n-butyl-p-heptanoylazoxy-
benzene with negative dielectric anisotropy (De = �0.4).30,31 A
nematic single component 5CB (4-n-pentyl-4-cyanobiphenyl) was
used as a highly polar liquid crystal with a positive dielectric
anisotropy (De = +11.5). Both pure liquid crystals and their
mixtures were studied, where the concentration of 5CB was
varied in the range c = 0. . .1 (wt fraction). An aqueous emulsion
with micrometer-sized LC droplets (1 to 12 mm) was prepared by
sonication and vortex mixing of 2 ml of LC in 2 ml of deionized
water (Alfa Aesar). Aqueous solutions of PVA (1%), SDS
(10�3. . .10�6 g ml�1), NaCl and NaOH (all supplied from Labteh,
Russia) were used for manipulation of the interfacial anchoring
and internal ordering of LC microdroplets. NaCl and NaOH
increased the ionic strength and pH of the emulsion to create an
electrical double layer at the aqueous–LC interface. The aqueous
electrolyte solution was obtained by dissolving both NaCl and
NaOH in deionized water to reach salt concentrations of Cs = 0.1
and 1 M and pH = 11.2. 4 ml of the LC emulsion was added to
40 ml of the aqueous solution of PVA (or electrolytes, or SDS) which
was preliminary dispensed onto cleaned glass substrates by a
micropipette (Fisher Scientific) with apyrogenic tips (Sartorius).
To study the influence of aqueous glycerol solutions on the
internal ordering of LC droplets, glycerol (Panreac Quimica)
initially was placed in the glass vials (Fisher Scientific) followed
by addition of LC. Polydispersed LC droplets in glycerol were
obtained by an aspiration/injection technique using apyrogenic
syringes. Step-by-step addition of deionized water to the LC-in-
glycerol emulsion allowed us to characterize nematic droplets in
the aqueous glycerol solution with a variation of the water
concentration from 0% to 95%. Vials with the emulsions were
vortexed for 5 minutes to get more uniform water–glycerol
mixtures before the optical characterization of LC droplets.

The optical texture of the LC droplets was characterized after
a minute of introducing the LC emulsion to the modified
aqueous medium. Emulsions with LC droplets were observed
using a polarized optical microscope where time dependent
images were collected with a digital camera. An objective with
100�magnification was used for observation and characterization
of micrometer-sized LC droplets. The internal ordering of LC
droplets was analyzed by observation of the emulsion in dark
(crossed polarizers) and bright (polarized light with switched

Fig. 2 Chemical formula of the two components LC ZhK-440 (A and B)
and the single component LC 5CB (C) used in the experiments.

Fig. 1 Typical microscopic grayscale images (upper panels) and corres-
ponding internal ordering (lower panels) of nematic microdroplets for
tangential (A–C) and homeotropic (D–G) anchoring conditions: (A) bipolar,
(B) twist bipolar, (C) toroidal, (D) axial with line defect, (E) preradial,
(F) escaped radial, and (G) radial structures.
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off analyzer) fields. The measurements were performed at room
temperature T B 26 1C.

3 Theoretical modeling

Our aim is to analyze the impact of effective electrostatic properties
of water solutions on nematic ordering within dispersed LC
droplets. For this purpose, we first calculate the relative per-
mittivity ew of water. Next, we calculate the electric potential
and electric field strength of water solutions in contact with a
flat negatively charged surface. The derivation gives insight into
the influence of an electric double layer at the LC droplet–water
interface and ways to manipulate it.

3.1 Relative permittivity of water

The relative permittivity of water is given by ew = 1 + P/(e0E),
where P is the total polarization of water dipoles, E is the
electric field, and e0 is the permittivity of vacuum. The total
polarization P = Pe + P0 consists of the electronic polarization
(Pe) and of the polarization contribution of permanent water
dipoles (P0). The electronic polarization determines the refractive
index of water n2 = 1 + Pe/(e0E) B 1.8 and ew could be expressed as

ew ¼ n2 þ P0

e0E
: (1)

To obtain the expression for P0, we assume that each water
molecule possesses an internal dipole of strength p. At a
mesoscopic level it holds

P0 = nwphcos yi, (2)

where nw is the number density of water molecules, y deter-
mines the angle between -p and the local effective (the so called
cavity) electric field

-

Ec acting on it, and h� � �i labels statistical
averaging. To estimate hcos yi, we need an expression for

-

Ec. For
this purpose, we approximate a water molecule by a sphere with
permittivity n2 possessing an internal point-like water dipole -

p
at the center,32,33 experiencing field

-

Ec, see Fig. 3. The relative
permittivity of the surrounding medium, where a spatially
homogeneous field

-

E is present, is labelled by ew.
Neglecting the short range interactions between dipoles, the

local electric field strength at the centre of the sphere at the
location of the permanent (rigid) point-like dipole (Fig. 3) can

be expressed as33 Ec ¼
3ew

2ew þ n2

� �
E. Since ew c n2 (for small

enough E) it follows

Ec ¼
3

2
E: (3)

Therefore, the potential energy of -p in the local field
-

Ec can
be expressed as33,34

Wd = �-
p�-Ec = gp0E cos(o), (4)

where o = p–y describes the orientation of the dipole moment
vector with respect to �-

Ec,

g ¼
2þ n2
� �

2
; (5)

and p0 is the magnitude of the external dipole of a single
isolated water molecule in vacuum.33,34 With this in mind we
can calculate the statistical average in eqn (2). It follows

hcosoi ¼
Ð p
0cosoe

�gp0Eb cos oð Þ2p sinodoÐ p
0e
�gp0Eb cos oð Þ2p sinodo

¼ �L gp0Ebð Þ: (6)

Here b = 1/kT, k stands for the Boltzmann constant, T is the
absolute temperature, and L(u) = coth(u) � 1/u is the Langevin
function. By taking into account eqn (1), (2) and (6) one can
express the relative water permittivity ew as32–34

ew ¼ n2 þ nwp0

e0

2þ n2

3

� �
L gp0Ebð Þ

E
: (7)

In the limit of vanishing electric field strength (E - 0), the
above expression for the relative permittivity of water yields the
Onsager limit

ew ¼ n2 þ nwp0
2b

2e0

2þ n2

3

� �2

: (8)

For p0 = 3.1 D and nw/NA = 55 mol l�1,32,34 where NA is the
Avogadro number, eqn (8) yields the value ew = 78.5 at room
temperature, which is in good agreement with the experimentally
measured value.

3.2 Electric double layer

Next, we consider the change in the electrical properties of
water in contact with the charged surface in the presence of the
ions of the electrolyte. In the interface between a charged
surface and electrolyte solution, there are strong interactions
between the charged surface and ions/molecules in the
solution, which result in the formation of an electric double
layer (EDL).35,36 In an EDL the counterions are accumulated
close to the charged surface and the coions are depleted from
this region. Fig. 4 shows schematics of an EDL near a negatively
charged surface and the geometry of our model. We assume that
the variational parameters depend only on a single coordinate x.

The finite size of ions in an EDL has been first incorporated by
Stern37 with the so-called distance of closest approach (b) (see
Fig. 4) and later developed further by Bikerman, Eigen, Wicke and
Freise.38–41 Their work was upgraded in several later studies.42–53

Fig. 3 A single water molecule is modelled by a sphere with relative
permittivity n2, where n = 1.33 is the optical refractive index of water. A
permanent point-like rigid dipole with magnitude p is located at the center
of the sphere. It experiences the so called cavity field due to the built up
charge at the interface between the media.
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Considering the finite and different (asymmetric) size of
cations and anions, the expressions for the spatial distribution
of the monovalent cations (n+(x)), anions (n�(x)) and water
molecules (nw(x)) and the orientational ordering of water
dipoles in the electric double layer near a charged surface can
be derived using the method of lattice statistics with Boltzmann
correction factors.32,34 This approach is equivalent to the method
based on minimization of the free energy of the system.54–57

In the lattice approach,34 the parameters a+ and a� are the
number of lattice sites occupied by a hydrated positive and
negative ion, respectively34 (see Fig. 5). A single water molecule
occupies just one lattice site, therefore ns/NA = 55 mol l�1 is
equal to the concentration of pure water, where ns is the number

density of lattice sites. In the model a single ion surrounded by
strongly interacting water molecules (in the first hydration layer,
see Fig. 5) does not contribute to the orientational ordering/
polarization in the solution. Namely, orientations of permanent
dipoles of water surrounding an ion are frozen-in by the ion’s
local field. A similar assumption was used in ref. 58. We set that
all lattice sites are occupied. The corresponding number densities
obey the conservation equation

ns = a+n+(x) + a�n�(x) + nw(x), (9)

where n+(x), n�(x), and nw(x) are the number densities of
monovalent cations, monovalent anions, and of free water
molecules, respectively, and x is the distance from the negatively
charged planar surface (see Fig. 4). Quantity a+ (a�) determines
the number of lattice sites occupied by positive (negative) ions
and neighboring strongly interacting water molecules, which do
not contribute to the orientational polarization.

The number densities n+(x) and n�(x) and the number
density of free water molecules nw(x) can be derived by calculating
the corresponding probabilities that a single lattice site in the bulk
solution is occupied by one of the three particles (i.e. hydrated
cations, hydrated anions or free water molecules)34

nþðxÞ ¼ n0e
�e0fb ns

DAðf;EÞ
; (10a)

n�ðxÞ ¼ n0e
e0fb ns

DAðf;EÞ
; (10b)

nwðxÞ ¼
n0wns

DAðf;EÞ
sinh gp0Ebð Þ

gp0Eb
; (10c)

weighted by the corresponding Boltzmann factors, where

DAðf;EÞ ¼ aþn0e�e0fb þ a�n0eþe0fb þ
n0w

gp0Eb
sinh gp0Ebð Þ:

(11)

Here n0w is the bulk number density of water molecules, n0 is the
bulk number density of anions and cations, e0 is the unit charge,
and f is the electric potential. In the bulk

ns = a+n0 + a�n0 + n0w. (12)

The corresponding Poisson’s equation reads34

d

dx
e0ewðxÞ

df
dx

� �
¼ �rðxÞ: (13)

The quantity r(x) is the macroscopic volume charge density
in the solution, given by

rðxÞ ¼ e0nþðxÞ � e0n�ðxÞ ¼ �2e0nsn0
sinhðe0Þfb
DAðf;EÞ

; (14)

where

ewðxÞ ¼ n2 þ n0wns
p0

e0

2þ n2

3

� �
F gp0Ebð Þ
DAðf;EÞE

� �
: (15)

Fig. 4 Schematic figure of an EDL near a negatively charged surface,
which mimics the LC–aqueous interface. The water dipoles in the vicinity
of the charged surface are partially oriented towards the surface.

Fig. 5 In the described lattice model of an EDL34 the single positive ion
and the single negative ion, each of them together with the surrounding
strongly interacting water molecules, which do not contribute to the
orientational ordering/polarization in the solution, occupy a+ and a� lattice
sites, respectively. In the model, the water molecules (and ions) which
contribute to a+ and a� give rise to electronic polarization only, captured
by the term n2 in the expression for the relative permittivity (eqn (16)). In
this schematic figure a+ = 4 and a� = 6. A single free water molecule
occupies just one lattice site.
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Here the function F(u) is defined as F(u) = L(u)(sinh u/u), where
L(u) is the Langevin function. In the limit of vanishing electric
field strength (E - 0) and zero potential (f - 0), we obtain an
expression for the bulk relative permittivity

ew;b ¼ n2 þ ns � aþ þ a�ð Þn0½ �bp02
2e0

2þ n2

3

� �2

; (16)

where we take into account that the number density of water
molecules equals n0w = ns � (a+ + a�)n0.

In Fig. 6, we plot the relative permittivity calculated using
eqn (16) against increasing salt (NaCl) concentration and compare
the results with available experimental measurements.59 One sees
a relatively good agreement.

Hydration numbers of ions must diminish as their con-
centration increases.60 In an EDL, except in the Stern layer (see
Fig. 4), the concentration of counterions is very high, therefore
the hydration numbers of counterions in an EDL are diminished
relative to the values in the bulk, meaning that in our model
(a+ + a�) in the EDL close to the charged surface should be
smaller than its bulk value. The spatial depence of (a+ + a�) is not
included in our model.

The described lattice model of an EDL (eqn (13)–(15)) could
include the Helmholtz/Stern layer and the distance of closest
approach,61 which is in general different for cations and
anions.62–65 We assume that in the Stern layer (Fig. 4) there
are no ions, i.e., n+(x) = n�(x) = 0. Chemisorbed or adsorbed
ions are taken into account in the surface charge density s.
Therefore, in the Stern layer the general expression for the
relative permittivity (eqn (15)) transforms into

es ¼ n2 þ ns
p0

e0

2þ n2

3

� �
L gp0Ebð Þ

E
; (17)

where we took nw = ns. Combining the boundary condition df/
dx(x = 0) = �s/e0es (see Fig. 2) and eqn (17) results in the non-

linear equation for the magnitude of the electric field within
the Stern layer64,65

e0E n2 þ ns
p0

e0

2þ n2

3

� �
L gp0Ebð Þ

E

� �
¼ jsj: (18)

Inserting the calculated value of E in eqn (17) gives the value
of the relative permittivity in the Stern layer (es) for a given
surface charge density s. The relative permittivity in the Stern
layer es strongly decreases with the increasing magnitude of s
as the result of saturation of the orientational ordering of water
dipoles in the strong electric field of the Stern layer at larger
values of s.33,34,64,65

Note that the system of eqn (17) and (18) can be also used to
calculate the relative permittivity (eqn (7)) and the magnitude
of electric field strength (E) in the system without NaCl ions (i.e.
in pure water) in contact with the charged surface having the
surface charge density s, where ns/NA = nw/NA = 55 mol l�1. The
corresponding results for the pure water system are presented
in Fig. 8 (dashed lines).

The equations of the described lattice model34 taking into
account also the Stern layer can be thus written in compact
style as

d

dx
e0erðxÞ

df
dx

� �
¼

0; 0 � xo b

2e0nsn0
sinh e0fbð Þ
DAðf;EÞ

; x � b;

8><
>: (19)

erðxÞ ¼
n2 þ ns

p0

e0

2þ n2

3

� �
L gp0Ebð Þ

E
; 0 � xo b

n2 þ n0wns
p0

e0

2þ n2

3

� �
F gp0Ebð Þ
DAðf;EÞE

� �
; x � b

;

8>>>><
>>>>:

(20)

where n0w = ns � (a+ + a�)n0.
In the limit of small bulk ion concentrations and small

magnitudes of electric potential and assuming a+ = a� = 1,
the described lattice model of the EDL transforms into the
modified Langevin Poisson–Boltzmann (LPB) model of the EDL
for point-like ions:32

d

dx
e0erðxÞ

df
dx

� �
¼

0; 0 � xo b

2e0n0sinhðe0fbÞ; x � b

(
(21)

erðxÞ ¼ n2 þ nw
p0

e0

2þ n2

3

� �
Lðgp0EbÞ

E
(22)

with nw/NA = 55 mol l�1. The ion distribution functions are
given by n+(x) = n0e�e0fb and n�(x) = n0e+e0fb. The finite volumes
of ions and water in the electrolyte solution are not taken into
account in above n+(x) and n�(x) within the LPB model.

The equations of our lattice model (modified GI model)34

were solved numerically for a planar geometry using the FEM
method within the COMSOL Multiphysics v. 5.3a software and
are plotted in Fig. 7 and 8.

Fig. 6 Calculated dependence of the relative permittivity in bulk electro-
lyte solution ew,b (using eqn (16)) on the bulk salt (NaCl) concentration
n0/NA. Model parameters are: (a+ + a�) = 7, optical refractive index
n = 1.33, p0 = 3.1 D,34 T = 298 K and ns/NA = 55 mol l�1. The experimental
values are taken from ref. 59.
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4 Results and discussion

Our interest is to investigate the impact of electrostatic properties
on radial–bipolar structural transitions in nematic LC droplets in
an aqueous environment. For this purpose, we vary the electro-
static properties of both the LC droplets and their aqueous
surroundings. We vary the effective dielectric properties of LC
droplets by mixing weakly polar ZhK-440 and highly polar 5CB
nematic LCs. In addition, we modify the electrostatic properties
of surrounding media by introducing PVA, glycerol, NaCl, and
anionic amphiphilic compound SDS into water.

We first studied the orientational structure of LC mixtures
within droplets in the presence of an aqueous PVA solution
focusing on the spontaneous formation of radial structures.
Representative interference textures are shown in line 1 of
Fig. 9. Introduction of an aqueous PVA solution to the emulsion
with LC droplets based on pure LC compounds did not result in
apparent changes in the nematic ordering. Furthermore, in
droplets consisting of LC mixtures the exhibited radial structures

transformed to the bipolar ones. The analysis of the microscopic
textures of the droplets of the emulsion showed an existence of
a time dependent bright field in crossed polarizers and two
opposite point defects at the poles of the droplet which pointed
at tangential anchoring with formation of bipolar configurations.
Our observations of the absence of any changes in the internal
ordering of droplets with pure LC materials are consistent with
previously reported results.3,66 Formation of tangential anchoring
was observed at interfaces between LCs and solid PVA films, as
well at LC–aqueous PVA interfaces. In the latter case, polymer
chains tend to be absorbed at the aqueous–LC interface and
induce parallel orientation of LC molecules. Moreover, the
absorbed weakly polar PVA effectively decreases dipole–dipole
interactions at the aqueous–LC interface. Hence, the PVA can be
considered as a macroscopic surfactant favouring tangential
anchoring. Therefore, if LC droplets with radial structures are
formed in an aqueous environment, an increasing concentration
of PVA molecules drives the radial-to-bipolar structural transition.

Secondly, we studied internal ordering within droplets
consisting of LC mixtures embedded in water–glycerol solutions.

Fig. 7 Electric potential f as a function of the distance from the charged
planar surface x within the modified modified GI lattice model for five
values of the surface charge density; s = �0.1, �0.2, �0.3, �0.4 and
�0.5 As m�2. The dipole moment of water p0 = 3.1 D,34 bulk concentration
of salt n0/NA = 0.1 mol l�1, distance of the closest approach b = 0.3 nm and
T = 298 K. In the modified GI model the asymmetric finite size of ions is
described by a+ = 5 and a� = 2, where ns/NA = 55 mol l�1. The dashed lines
represent the results for zero NaCl concentration.

Fig. 8 Calculated magnitude of the electric field strength (upper panel)
and the relative permittivity es (lower panel) at x = b+ (see also Fig. 4) as a
function of the magnitude of the surface charge density s. The calculations
were performed for zero NaCl concentration (dashed lines) and NaCl bulk
concentration n0/NA = 0.10 mol l�1 (full lines). The values of the model
parameters are: n = 1.33, p0 = 3.1 D, T = 298 K, and bulk concentration of
salt ns/NA = 55 mol l�1.
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Glycerol commonly provides tangential anchoring for typical
LCs.4,16,67,68 We established tangential anchoring and formation
of bipolar droplets for various LC mixtures in pure glycerol (see
row 2 in Fig. 9). No changes in the optical LC textures were
observed when the concentration of water in the aqueous glycerol
solution increased to Cw = 30%. Further experiments showed that
the director configuration within droplets strongly depends on
the water concentration in the aqueous glycerol solution. For
example, at Cw = 50% we found the appearance of invariant cross
like extinction bands in the crossed polarizers with a point defect
in the center of the droplet (revealing the radial configuration) at
a concentration of the highly polar component c = 0.4 (see row 3

of Fig. 9). Increasing the water concentration to Cw = 60% (Cw =
95%) resulted in formation of radial droplets at concentrations of
c = 0.35. . .0.45 (c = 0.30. . .0.55). In the case of pure deionized
water without glycerol (Cw = 100%), radial droplets were observed
for concentrations of c = 0.25. . .0.60 (see row 4 in Fig. 9). There-
fore, decreasing of the glycerol concentration in glycerol–water
solutions broadens the 5CB concentration range where droplets
of LC mixtures exhibit radial structures.

Glycerol, like water, is a polar solvent whose molecules have
a dipole moment around 2.5 D in solution and around 1.55 D in
vapor and a relative permittivity around e = 40.69,70 This value of
the relative permittivity of glycerol in solution is roughly two
times less than that of bulk water (ew = 78.5) for p0 = 3.1 D and
zero electric field strength (see Fig. 10). Therefore, it can be
assumed that the effective dipole moment of molecules of the
aqueous medium is decreasing if the glycerol concentration is
increasing. In Fig. 10, we demonstrate the impact of decreasing
single molecule electric dipole moment on the relative permittivity
in the aqueous medium calculated by eqn (7), where p0 is
considered as the effective electric dipole per molecule in the
glycerol aqueous medium.

For the tested concentrations of 5CB, we estimated the
critical concentrations of glycerol below which radial structures
are stable for different concentrations of the 5CB LC component.
Based on them, we determined the critical effective relative
permittivity ew which is plotted in Fig. 11.

Thirdly, we analyzed the impact of simple electrolytes on the
LC ordering. In deionized water, radial structures were stabilized
for 5CB concentrations between c = 0.25 and c = 0.60. When the
LC emulsion was added to aqueous 0.1 M NaCl solution at pH
11.2, initial intermediate (preradial) structures at c = 0.22 and
0.65 transformed to radial ones (see row 5 of Fig. 9). Thus,
radial structures were stabilized in the concentration window

Fig. 9 Microscopic textures of LC droplets at different concentrations c = 0. . .1 of the highly polar component (5CB) in a modified aqueous
environment: aqueous PVA (1%) solution; aqueous glycerol solution (Cw = 0%. . .100% is the concentration of water); and aqueous electrolyte solution
(pH is increased to 11.2), where Cs = 0.1, 1 mol l�1 is the NaCl concentration. A green filter was used to protect against negative light irradiation of
photosensitive ZhK-440. The double-headed arrows indicate the orientation of polarizers. The scale bar is 10 mm.

Fig. 10 Dependence of the water relative permittivity on the electric field
strength calculated using eqn (7) at room temperature for different values
of p0: 2.2 D, 2.5 D, 2.8 D and 3.1 D and nw/NA = 55 mol l�1.
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c A [0.22, 0.65]. An increase in the salt concentration to 1 M
NaCl led to the appearance of radial droplets in the con-
centration range c A [0.20, 0.75] (see row 6 of Fig. 9).

Recent studies of planar (non-curved) LC layers confined by
water showed that the presence of salts in the water charged the
aqueous LC interface. An electric double layer was formed at
both sides of the water–LC interface.71 The appearance of an
electric double layer induces a rotational torque tending to
reorient dipoles of LC molecules along the electric double layer
field lines. An increase in the concentration of salts leads to a
decrease in the Debye screening length xD (see Table 2), which
can result in an effective change of boundary conditions.
Therefore, further stabilization of the radial droplets of the
LC mixtures can be obtained by introducing electrolytes and
increasing the local electric field at the aqueous LC interface,
i.e. at the distance of closest approach x = b+ (see Fig. 8).

In our modelling (see Fig. 7), we calculated the thickness of
the double layer by calculating the Debye length xD (xD is
typically considered as a measure of the thickness of an EDL)
as a function of salt concentration (see Table 1). It was
determined by the condition |f(x = xD)| = |f(x = 0)|/e. Table 1
demonstrates that with an increased concentration of ions and

with increased surface charge at the interface the double layer
shrinks. For example, for s = �0.1 As m�2 we obtain xD(n0 =
0.1)/xD(n0 = 0.01) B 0.5, and xD(s = �0.2)/xD(s = �0.1) B 0.6 for
n0 = 0.1 mol l�1.

Our experimental data are summarized in Table 2. We can
infer that by adding electrolytes into aqueous solutions, the
concentration c stability window of radial structures increases
through a set of intermediate configurations. For LC mixtures
at c = 0 and c = 1, tangential anchoring within droplets was
observed for all dispersed media compositions (aqueous PVA
solution, pure water and glycerol, water and glycerol mixtures,
and 0.1 M aqueous NaCl solution) except for a stronger electro-
lyte (1 M NaCl). In the latter case, bipolar droplets occurred at
c = 0 whereas preradial ones at c = 1. A relatively strong electric
field, created by the EDL at the electrolyte–LC interface, orients
the LC director along/orthogonal to the field lines depending
on the sign of the dielectric anisotropy De which is determined
by the position of a dipole in the nematic molecules. Taking
into account dielectric parameters of a weakly polar ZhK-440
(De = �0.4)30 and a highly polar 5CB (De = +11.5),72 one can
conclude that the electric field tends to align the ZhK-440
parallel (5CB perpendicularly) to the aqueous–LC interface
consistent with an observation of tangential (c = 0) and home-
otropic (c = 1) anchoring respectively within the droplets (see
the lower horizontal line in Table 2 at Cs = 1 M). However, a
relatively weak electric field (Table 2 at Cs = 0.1 M), contrary to
c = 1 with higher De, induces homeotropic anchoring in the
range 0.2 o c o0.75 (bipolar–radial transition in the range
0.22 o c o 0.65) where De of the LC mixtures is lower than for
c = 1. Such behavior can be explained by variations of both
molecular configurations and dielectric properties of LC mixtures.

It is well known that mixtures of weakly and highly polar
rod-like mesogens may induce LC complex formation, whose
properties strongly depend on the chemical formula of single
components.73,74 An X ray study of such mixtures revealed that
a weakly polar single component of ZhK-440 (depicted in
Fig. 2A) is characterized by a monomer density wave corres-
ponding to a fluctuation layer structure, whereas for 5CB both
monomer and dimeric density waves take place, which confirms
the existence of dimers with an antiparallel direction of dipoles
in a nematic phase.75 The absence of the dimeric density wave
in the mixture (only the monomer density wave was observed) at
0 o c o 0.8 indicated destroying the 5CB dimers and arising
5CB monomers/LC complexes. It was also reported that the
maximal number of LC complexes occurred at a concentration
1 : 1. Further increasing of c in the range 0.8 o c o 1 showed
slight decreasing (appearance/increasing) of the monomer
(dimeric) density wave.

Recent an X ray study of Langmuir–Blodgett LC films at
electrolyte–LC interfaces revealed a collective effect, where a CN
group (providing a strong dipole moment 4 D) of the 5CB
monomers (LC complexes) effectively interacts with an aqueous
layer depending on the compression.76 Therefore, we proposed
that increasing c in the range 0 o c o 0.2 did not induce
changes in the tangentially oriented LC mixture because 5CB
monomers (LC complexes) are not enough at the interface to

Fig. 11 Dependence of the concentration of water Cw in a water–
glycerol solution required for formation of radial droplets on the concen-
tration of the highly polar component in the LC mixture. On the same
diagram, we also plotted the critical effective relative permittivity e(c)

w of the
aqueous environment.

Table 1 The distance xD where the magnitude of the electric potential
drops to the value |f(x = 0)|/e, calculated within the modified GI lattice
model for b = 0.3 nm, p0 = 3.1 D, T = 298 K, a+ = 5, a� = 2, ns/NA = 55 mol l�1

and for two values of the surface charge density and different salt
concentrations n0/NA

n0/NA [mol l�1]

xD [nm]

s = �0.1 As m�2 s = �0.2 As m�2

0.5 0.45 0.39
0.2 0.58 0.41
0.1 0.71 0.45
0.05 0.88 0.48
0.02 1.15 0.55
0.01 1.45 0.62
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induce bipolar–radial transformation. Meanwhile, in the range
0 o c o 0.2, we registered decreasing of the SDS concentration
(see below), which is needed to induce the bipolar–radial
structural transition. Then, at 0.25 o c o 0.6 the 5CB monomers
(LC complexes), adsorbed at the aqueous–LC interface, induce
the bipolar–radial transition through a set of configurations
observed in the range 0.2 o c o 0.25. Further increasing c in
the range 0.75 o c o 1 results in the radial–bipolar transition
through the gap 0.6 o c o 0.75 with intermediate structures due
to the appearance and increasing of dimeric 5CB molecules.
Thus, this behavior allows us to explain the spontaneous bipolar–
radial transition shown at Cw = 100% and Cs = 0.1 mol l�1 (see
Table 2). Meanwhile, the spontaneous bipolar–radial transition
arose also in the aqueous glycerol mixture at Cw = 50%. In this
case, the non-monotonous (V-shaped) dependence shown in
Fig. 11 can be explained by the effects taking place at both sides
of the interface (LC adsorbed layer versus aqueous/glycerol
environment) which mutually reinforce each other. Taking into
account the mentioned above maximal concentration of 5CB
monomers (LC complexes), which are characterized by the dipole
moment p = 4 D, collective ordering of 5CB monomers (LC
complexes) at the aqueous boundary changes the surface
charge density at the interface from the LC side. This surface
polarization of 5CB monomers (LC complexes) from the LC side
involves ordering of water/glycerol dipoles and the following
bipolar–radial transition takes place when the effective dipole
moment p = 2.3 D (ew B 60). Decreasing of the water concentration
in the aqueous glycerol solution (p = 1.55 D dipole moment of
glycerol in a vapor) results in decreasing of water clusters77 which
suppresses both collective ordering of the 5CB monomers (LC
complexes) and the bipolar–radial transition, respectively. At the
same time, decreasing of 5CB monomers/LC complexes at c 4 0.4
and c o 0.4 (with a corresponding decrease of effective dipole
ordering of 5CB monomers/LC complexes at the LC side) requires
stronger dipole ordering of confining environments and the
bipolar–radial transition takes place when increasing the water
effective dipole from 2.3 D to 3.1 D (ew from B60 to B80). Quite
different behavior of 5CB monolayers at water and glycerol
surfaces was also shown by wetting studies.78

Finally, we experimentally studied the internal behaviour
of LC droplets based on pure materials and their mixtures

confined by water in the presence of an anionic surfactant SDS,
which is a synthetic amphiphilic compound. Note that both the
ionic and amphiphilic characters favour radial structures.
Namely, past studies of the orientational ordering of LCs with
flat79 and curved80 aqueous interfaces containing amphiphilic
molecules report transitions from tangential anchoring to
homeotropic at some critical concentration of amphiphilic
molecules. Because amphiphilic molecules are surfactants with
polar heads and hydrophobic tails, they tend to assemble at the
water–LC interface, where their hydrophobic tails distort the
initial tangential orientation.

We investigated LC droplets with diameter of 4–6 mm in
an aqueous SDS solution (SDS concentration of CSDS =
10�3. . .10�6 g ml�1) at different concentrations of the highly
polar component (c = 0. . .0.2). Fig. 12A shows panels of micro-
scopic images of LC droplets in water with different concentration
of SDS. One sees that the presence of SDS in water strongly favours
radial structures. We observe that the critical concentration CSDS

stabilizing radial structures linearly decreases with the highly polar
component c. For c = 0.2, the critical SDS concentration is required
to be of an order of magnitude lower than for c = 0 (Fig. 12B). Such
a dependence indicates that the bipolar–radial transition is
induced by the joint action of SDS and 5CB monomers/LC
complexes at the aqueous–LC interface, where SDS (5CB monomers)
localizes on the aqueous (LC) side. In this case the bipolar–radial
transformation at lower CSDS requires higher c or vice versa.

5 Conclusions

In summary, we investigated the internal ordering within LC
droplets in several aqueous environments. We consider LCs
consisting of (i) weakly polar and (ii) strongly polar character,
and their (iii) mixtures. The aqueous environments were modified by
adding either (i) glycerol, (ii) PVA, (iii) electrolyte, or (iv) amphiphilic
anionic SDS into the water solutions. Radial–bipolar structural
transitions were observed using optical microscopy.

In the experimental part of the work, we systematically
varied electrostatic properties within LC droplets by changing
the concentration c of the strongly polar 5CB component in the
interval c A [0, 1]. We found that effective tangential anchoring

Table 2 Director configurations within droplets of LC mixtures (c = 0. . .1) confined to a modified aqueous environment, where APS is the aqueous PVA
(1%) solution; AGS is the aqueous glycerol solution, where Cw = 0%. . .100% is the concentration of water; AES – the aqueous electrolyte solution
(pH = 11.2), where Cs = 0.1, 1 mol l�1 is the NaCl concentration; and B is the bipolar, R is the radial and I is the intermediate configuration respectively

Environment/c 0.0 0.10 0.15 0.20 0.22 0.25 0.30 0.35 0.40 0.45 0.55 0.60 0.65 0.75 0.85 1

APS B B B B B B B B B B B B B B B B

AGS (Cw, %) 0 B B B B B B B B B B B B B B B B
40 B B B B B B B B I B B B B B B B
50 B B B B B B B I R I B B B B B B
60 B B B B B B I R R R I B B B B B
95 B B B B B I R R R R R I B B B B
100 B B B B I R R R R R R R I B B B

AES (Cs, M) 0.1 B B B I R R R R R R R R R I B B
1 B I I R R R R R R R R R R R I I
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was formed in droplets of LC mixtures confined by an aqueous
PVA solution, as well as glycerol, while radial configurations
could be formed in water–glycerol and water–electrolyte solutions.
We found that the formation of radial configurations within
droplets of mixtures is strongly dependent on the effective value
of the relative permittivity of the dispersed medium. An increase in
the relative permittivity in water leads to an increase in the range
of concentrations of the strongly polar compound in the LC
mixture, where radial structures are stable. Further expansion of
the concentration range occurred in the presence of electrolytes.
We also triggered the LC structural transitions by introducing
anionic surfactant SDS into the water. We found that the
concentration of SDS in the water necessary for the structural
transformation decreases linearly with the concentration of the
highly polar component in the LC mixture. For example, an
increase of the highly polar component from 0% to 20%
required an order of magnitude lower SDS concentration in
water (10�5 g ml�1 versus 10�4 g ml�1).

In the theoretical part, we calculated the relative permittivity
ew of the aqueous environment and determined key parameters
affecting its value. We showed that in the bulk ew linearly
decreases on increasing the concentration of hydrated positive
and negative ions. We calculated the Debye length (thickness of
the EDL) at a negatively charged surface, which in our modelling
mimics the LC–aqueous interface, as a function of the surface
charge density and concentration of ions. We calculated the
shrinking of the Debye length with increasing concentration of
ions and/or increasing the surface charge density. We also
calculated the electric field strength and the relative permittivity
at the charged surface at the distance of closest approach (i.e. at
x = b+, see Fig. 4) for pure deionized water without the electrolyte
and for electrolyte (NaCl) solution (see Fig. 8) in order to explain
the observed experimental results showing the dependence of c
required for the bipolar–radial transition on the concentration
of salts in the medium.

These results are also consistent with our preliminar modelling
presented in ref. 15 where the spontaneous formation of radial
droplets is caused by electrostatic forces at the water–LC interface.
The obtained results showed that mixtures with an appropriate
ratio of the components could tune the sensitivity of LC responsive
materials to chemical and biological impurities. Moreover pure
weakly/highly polar LCs and their mixtures provide different
sensing templates for bipolar–radial or radial–bipolar structural
transitions within the droplets, respectively.
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