
rsc.li/chemcomm

 ChemComm
Chemical Communications

rsc.li/chemcomm

ISSN 1359-7345

COMMUNICATION
S. J. Connon, M. O. Senge et al. 
Conformational control of nonplanar free base porphyrins: 
towards bifunctional catalysts of tunable basicity

Volume 54
Number 1
4 January 2018
Pages 1-112

 ChemComm
Chemical Communications

This is an Accepted Manuscript, which has been through the  
Royal Society of Chemistry peer review process and has been 
accepted for publication.

Accepted Manuscripts are published online shortly after acceptance, 
before technical editing, formatting and proof reading. Using this free 
service, authors can make their results available to the community, in 
citable form, before we publish the edited article. We will replace this 
Accepted Manuscript with the edited and formatted Advance Article as 
soon as it is available.

You can find more information about Accepted Manuscripts in the 
Information for Authors.

Please note that technical editing may introduce minor changes to the 
text and/or graphics, which may alter content. The journal’s standard 
Terms & Conditions and the Ethical guidelines still apply. In no event 
shall the Royal Society of Chemistry be held responsible for any errors 
or omissions in this Accepted Manuscript or any consequences arising 
from the use of any information it contains. 

Accepted Manuscript

View Article Online
View Journal

This article can be cited before page numbers have been issued, to do this please use:  O. Armstrong, S.

N. Baxter, L. D. Francis and J. Thomas, Chem. Commun., 2020, DOI: 10.1039/D0CC00967A.

http://rsc.li/chemcomm
http://www.rsc.org/Publishing/Journals/guidelines/AuthorGuidelines/JournalPolicy/accepted_manuscripts.asp
http://www.rsc.org/help/termsconditions.asp
http://www.rsc.org/publishing/journals/guidelines/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d0cc00967a
https://pubs.rsc.org/en/journals/journal/CC
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1039/D0CC00967A&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2020-03-23


Journal Name

A One-pot Route To Stable Pickering Emulsions Fea-
turing Nanocrystalline Ag and Au

Oliver L. Armstrong,a Sean N. Baxtera, F. L. Deepakb and P. John Thomas∗a

A simple, one-pot reaction scheme leading to water-in-
toluene- and toluene-in-water type Pickering emulsions
solely stabilized by nanocrystals of Ag and Au is described.
Sol properties- ageing and ability to disperse substances
are studied. The nature of the solid surfactants and their
surface structure is ascertained by transmission electron
microscopy and nuclear magnetic resonance spectroscopy.

Pickering emulsions consist of fine liquid droplets, ensconced
by microscopic solids, dispersed in a non-miscible fluid .1–7 Such
water-in-oil or oil-in-water colloids have been studied for over
a hundred years8 and are well known for their remarkable sta-
bility, particularly against ageing.3,9,10 These dispersions have
found widespread applications including: catalysis4, food manu-
facture, pharmaceutical and cosmetic products, decontamination
technologies.11,12 A number of future uses such as in drug de-
livery,13–16 synthesis of multi-functional Janus particles4,17 and
gene therapy5 have been touted. One key feature underlying
these applications is the ability of Pickering emulsions to disperse
sizeable quantities of a species into an otherwise non-dispersing
medium.

Typically, Pickering emulsions feature microscopic particles
such as those of poly-styrene, silica and carbon black7 and con-
tain droplets with diameters of hundreds of microns. Their noted
ruggedness is due in part to the penchant of solid particulates
to adsorb particularly strongly to the interface between the flu-
ids.3,9,10 Indeed, long term stability is achievable in these systems
even with sub-monolayer coverage of an interface by particulates.

More recently, attention has turned to Pickering emulsions with
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HR-TEM images with diffraction patterns and NMR data included. See DOI:
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Fig. 1 Reaction vials showing the formation of emulsions. (a) A water-
toluene column with curved meniscus and red ink. Clear ink partition to
the aqueous phase is visible; (b) red ink, introduced into the vial, following
the formation of Pickering emulsions partitions across both solvents. (c)
& (d) Show a similar effect with a lipophilic toluene soluble dye that is
disperses into the aqueous phase following emulsification.

finer droplets stabilised by particles with dimensions less than
20 nm.2,18–23 These dispersions are more challenging to obtain
as they involve weaker stabilizers and require careful tuning of
the surface structure of the surfactant particulates. Preparation of
such colloids have hitherto relied on multi-step methods involv-
ing synthesis of nanocrystals, purification and surface-structure
tuning to yield dispersions.2,18–23 We have, for many years, been
interested in deposition of nanocrystals at the interface of two
immiscible liquids, starting from molecular precursors.24 Devel-
oping the chemistry of this scheme to yield Pickering emulsions
appeared worthwhile. Herein, we describe a simple, single step,
one-pot scheme featuring discrete molecular precursors that yield
ultra-stable Pickering emulsions featuring Au and Ag nanocrys-
tals.

An hour long ultrasound agitation of toluene dispersion of ei-
ther Ag(PPh3)3Cl or Au(PPh3)Cl stood on top of an aqueous layer
with Tetrakis(hydroxymethyl)phosphoniumchloride (THPC) and
NaOH yields two distinct liquid columns with a completely flat
meniscus (see figure 1b). This flattening is indicative of forma-
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Fig. 2 Micrographs of oil-in-water droplets. (a) aqueous phase of a
freshly prepared emulsion with Ag(PPh3)3Cl; (b) after 3 months. (c)&(d)
correspond to similar emulsions with Au(PPh3)Cl, freshly made and aged
1 month respectively.

tion of emulsions in these layers. The emulsions in the reaction
vessels are able to disperse tangible quantities of oil-based- or
aqueous- dyes in the orthogonal medium(Fig. 1). We ascertained
by elimination of reagents that THPC, NaOH and metal precur-
sors are necessary for the formation of such emulsions (flattened
interface+dye dispersion).

High magnification optical images of the lower water rich layer,
examined after three hours, revealed copious quantities of spher-
ical droplets with diameters of around 1–3 µm in the case of
the reaction involving Ag(PPh3)3Cl(Fig. 2 a). The droplets in
the layer were stable for extended periods of time(over a year
on the bench in a stoppered glass vial). With time, fewer, but
larger droplets (up-to ∼86 µm ), along with a fraction of smaller
droplets were seen (Fig. 2 b). Droplet diameters could be restored
to those in Fig. 2a by briefly shaking the vial. The emulsion re-
tained such behaviour for up to a year following original agita-
tion. Throughout this period, the ability to disperse substances
that were otherwise insoluble in the medium was retained. The
upper toluene rich layer was also observed under the microscope
at several points, where droplets of diameters around 5 µm were
seen. However, rapid evaporation of toluene under imaging con-
ditions(thin layers sandwiched between glass slides) made pho-
tography impossible. In the case of reactions with Au(PPh3)Cl,
fresh preparations yielded droplets (in water layer) with diame-
ters between 1–5 µm, some possessing diameters of 25 µm(size
distribution curve(s) in ESI). Surprisingly, ageing for a period of
a month strongly focuses the diameter distribution to between
1–4.5 µm(Fig. 2 c & d).

Under the reaction conditions employed, THPC is expected to
hydrolyse25 to yield active species capable of reducing Ag and Au
precursors. In water:

P(CH2OH)4Cl+NaOH −−→ P(CH2OH)3 +HCHO+NaCl+H2O

P(CH2OH)3 +NaOH −−→ O−−P(CH2OH)3 +H2(g)

HCHO, H2 and tri(hydroxymethyl)phosphine(THPO) are all ca-
pable of being active reducing agents.26 Ultrasound agitation
creates fluid droplets that diffuse into the opposite layer. This
process is dynamic, with the droplets coalescing and reforming.

Fig. 3 HRTEM images of nanoparticles synthesised in-situ of Pickering
emulsion preparation. Image (a) shows Au NPs, while (b) shows Ag
NPs. Inset is an image of Ag particulates obtained from emulsions, three
months after initial agitation.

Effectively, a dynamic biphasic interface with greatly enhanced
area of contact is formed. Here, Ag(PPh3)3Cl or Au(PPh3)Cl in
toluene are reduced by one of the reducing species to form seeds
adsorbed to the surface of water droplets forced into the organic
layer by ultrasound irradiation. In aqueous phase, metal precur-
sors in the toluene droplets dispersed by agitation, are reduced
by THPO (and other reducing agents) present in the water layer.
The germination is expected to be followed by a period of par-
ticle growth facilitated by formaldehyde reduction26,27 leading
to nanocrystals stabilised by a mixture of ligands including the
liberated PPh3 groups and THPO. Precious metal particulates dis-
persibile in water25 or the fluid interface24,27–31 have previously
been obtained under comparable conditions (sans ultrasound ir-
radiation). Also, ultrasound agitation has been used to speed up
interfacial aggregation of graphene flakes32,33 to produce mem-
brane like deposits at the interfacial area after cessation of agita-
tion.

High resolution transmission electron microscopic images on
dried dispersions of the contents of the vessel as well as aliquots
drawn from with layer confirmed the presence nanocrystals with
identical structural characteristics. In the case of Au, spherical
crystallites with with diameters between 2–4 nm are seen(Fig. 3
a). The tight control over size dispersion evident in this prepa-
ration is surprising in the context of generally poorer control
seen in other schemes featuring THPC in the absence of sonica-
tion30. Perhaps, the increased area of contact between the liquids
brought about by ultrasound aids quick capping of the surface by
THPO and PPh3, leading to better control over diameter. In the
case of Ag, larger particles with diameters between 10–14 nm
and narrow size distribution are seen(Fig. 3 b). With time, the
nanoparticles are observed to grow larger with marked worsen-
ing of the size distribution. Ag particulates grow to sizes between
2–100 nm after 3 months (inset image in Fig. 3b), adopting both
elongated and spheroidal forms. This is due to low temperature
ripening34–36 proceeding in this medium containing un-reacted
reagents (starting materials). We note that such ageing related
particle growth, appears not to affect the stability of the col-
loidal dispersions. The emulsions retain their property for several
months in stoppered vessels. Taken together with the observation
that the droplet size can be restored by brief shaking, the rela-
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tionship between the emulsion droplet dimensions and those of
the nanocrystals adorning the surface of such drops is perhaps not
strictly tenacious.

Over the course of the reaction two ligands, THPO and PPh3,
with known affinity to the surface of Ag and other metal sur-
faces come into play. Previously, we have shown that Ag de-
posits obtained at the water-toluene interface in the form of a
thin film deposits are adorned with two or more types of phos-
phinyl ligands on the surface of the particulates37. Others have
reported similar surface ligands on Au particulates27. Here, pro-
ton NMR spectra on the dispersion of the Ag revealed a multiplet
centered at 7.69 ppm corresponding to PPh3 and similar peaks at
1.31 ppm and 0.97 ppm due to THPO(see ESI). Hence, akin to
particulates obtained at the water-toluene interface, the surface
of the Pickering emulsion stabilising nanocrystals features both
ligands. Two-dimensional NMR experiments were performed to
probe the interactions between the surface species. NOSEY exper-
iments yielded spectra with no off-diagonal peaks. This suggests
that the two types of ligands form contiguous blocks with minimal
cross-coupling. Previous studies have taken the absence of cross-
coupling peaks as evidence of two-faced Janus particles38,39. In
the past, off-diagonal peaks have indeed been observed on thiol
terminated surface ligands39. In order to test the robustness of
2D NMR evidence, we reduced the Ag precursor in a mixture of
water and methanol to obtain particulates with similar size and
dispersion. However, in this sol, off-diagonal peaks were still
absent under conditions favouring the inter-ligand interaction.
Hence, this absence of evidence for interactions, while indicative
might need further detailed studies to support firm conclusions.

The particulates forming Pickering emulsions are adsorbed to
the interface and effectively reduce contact area between the flu-
ids. The Gibbs energy of adsorption (∆G) is dependent on particle
radius (r), the tension between the two fluids (γwo) and the three
phase contact angle (θ), given by:

∆G =−πr2γwo(1− cosθ)2

Young equation further relates θ to the tension between particle-
oil (γso) and particle-water (γsw) [γso − γsw = γwocosθ]. When θ
is 90◦, ∆G reaches a maximum. Using reported values of γwo

(36 mNm−1),40 we obtain ∆G maximums of 250 kBT and 4000
kBT for Au and Ag particulates (3 & 12 nm). Reports have in-
dicated ∆Gs of 5 kBT for 2.5 nm CdSe and 60 kBT for similarly
sized Au nanocrystals, depending on surface structure (and hence
γsw, γso)22. For comparison, ∆Gs for molecular surfactants are
around 10 kBT.41–44 We surmise ∆Gs nearer the maximum45 un-
derpin the remarkable temporal stability exhibited by the Picker-
ing emulsions herein.

In summary we detail here a novel preparation of stable Pick-
ering emulsions of toluene and water, via an in-situ synthesis of
Au and Ag nanocrystals with reactants coming from both present
phases and as such forming at the interfaces of these phases. It
has been demonstrated that Pickering emulsions are formed in
both the oil and water majority phases, and that in the case of
Pickering emulsions stabilised by Au nanoparticles the formed
particles are morphologically monodisperse. The droplet sizes are

seen to vary over time and this change is dependent on the solid
surfactants present.

Conflicts of interest
There are no conflicts to declare.

Notes and references
1 R. Aveyard, B. P. Binks and J. H. Clint, Adv. Colloid Interface Sci., 2003, 100-102,

503 – 546.
2 B. P. Binks, Langmuir, 2017, 33, 6947–6963.
3 W. Jie and M. Guang-Hui, Small, 2016, 12, 4633–4648.
4 A. Walther and A. H. E. Müller, Chem. Rev., 2013, 113, 5194–5261.
5 N. Glaser, D. J. Adams, A. Böker and G. Krausch, Langmuir, 2006, 22, 5227–

5229.
6 V. Garbin, J. C. Crocker and K. J. Stebe, J. Colloid Interface Sci., 2012, 387, 1 –

11.
7 D. E. Tambe and M. M. Sharma, Adv. Colloid Interface Sci., 1994, 52, 1 – 63.
8 W. Ramsden, Proc. Roy. Soc. London, 1904, 72, 156–164.
9 P. Pieranski, Phys. Rev. Lett., 1980, 45, 569–572.

10 M. A. Fernandez-Rodriguez, M. A. Rodriguez-Valverde, M. A. Cabrerizo-Vilchez
and R. Hidalgo-Alvarez, Adv. Colloid Interface Sci., 2016, 233, 240 – 254.

11 L. J. Duffus, J. E. Norton, P. Smith, I. T. Norton and F. Spyropoulos, J. Colloid
Interface Sci., 2016, 473, 9 – 21.

12 S. Lam, K. P. Velikov and O. D. Velev, Curr. Opin. Colloid Interface Sci, 2014, 19,
490 – 500.

13 L. Leclercq and V. Nardello-Rataj, Eur. J. Pharm. Sci., 2016, 82, 126 – 137.
14 T. Yi, C. Liu, J. Zhang, F. Wang, J. Wang and J. Zhang, Eur. J. Pharm. Sci., 2017,

96, 420 – 427.
15 J.-W. Hu, M.-W. Yen, A.-J. Wang and I.-M. Chu, Colloids Surf., B, 2018, 161, 51

– 58.
16 J. Frelichowska, M.-A. Bolzinger, J.-P. Valour, H. Mouaziz, J. Pelletier and

Y. Chevalier, Int. J. Pharm., 2009, 368, 7 – 15.
17 B. Liu, C. Zhang, J. Liu, X. Qu and Z. Yang, Chem. Commun., 2009, 0, 3871–

3873.
18 J. Zhou, X. Qiao, B. P. Binks, K. Sun, M. Bai, Y. Li and Y. Liu, Langmuir, 2011,

27, 3308–3316.
19 K. Larson-Smith and D. C. Pozzo, Langmuir, 2012, 28, 11725–11732.
20 K. Yamanaka, S. Nishino, K. Naoe and M. Imai, Colloids Surf., A, 2013, 436, 18

– 25.
21 L. L. Dai, R. Sharma and C.-y. Wu, Langmuir, 2005, 21, 2641–2643.
22 K. Du, E. Glogowski, T. Emrick, T. P. Russell and A. D. Dinsmore, Langmuir,

2010, 26, 12518–12522.
23 Y. Lin, A. Böker, H. Skaff, D. Cookson, A. D. Dinsmore, T. Emrick and T. P.

Russell, Langmuir, 2005, 21, 191–194.
24 P. J. Thomas, E. Mbufu and P. O’Brien, Chem. Commun., 2013, 49, 118–127.
25 D. G. Duff, A. Baiker and P. P. Edwards, Langmuir, 1993, 9, 2301–2309.
26 J. L. Hueso, V. Sebastián, Á. Mayoral, L. Usón, M. Arruebo and J. Santamaría,

RSC Adv., 2013, 3, 10427.
27 K. Luo, S. L. M. Schroeder and R. A. W. Dryfe, Chem. Mater., 2009, 21, 4172–

4183.
28 S. G. Booth and R. A. W. Dryfe, J. Phys. Chem. C, 2015, 119, 23295–23309.
29 V. V. Agrawal, P. Mahalakshmi, G. U. Kulkarni and C. N. R. Rao, Langmuir, 2006,

22, 1846–1851.
30 C. N. R. Rao, G. U. Kulkarni, P. J. Thomas, V. V. Agrawal and P. Saravanan, J.

Phys. Chem. B, 2003, 107, 7391–7395.
31 V. V. Agrawal, G. U. Kulkarni and C. N. R. Rao, J. Phys. Chem. B, 2005, 109,

7300–7305.
32 S. Biswas and L. T. Drzal, Nano Lett., 2009, 9, 167–172.
33 V. R. Ardham and F. Leroy, J. Phys. Chem. B, 2018, 122, 2396–2407.
34 D. V. Alexandrov, J. Phys. A: Math. Theor., 2014, 48, 035103.
35 N. G. Bastús, J. Comenge and V. Puntes, Langmuir, 2011, 27, 11098–11105.
36 R. Zong, X. Wang, S. Shi and Y. Zhu, Phys. Chem. Chem. Phys., 2014, 16, 4236.
37 G. L. Stansfield, H. M. Johnston, S. N. Baxter and P. J. Thomas, RSC Adv., 2018,

8, 6225–6230.
38 K. Luo, C. Hu, Y. Luo, D. Li, Y. Xiang, Y. Mu, H. Wang and Z. Luo, RSC Adv.,

2017, 7, 51605–51611.
39 S. Pradhan, L. E. Brown, J. P. Konopelski and S. Chen, J. Nanopart. Res., 2008,

11, 1895.
40 B. P. Binks, Curr. Opin. Colloid Interface Sci, 2002, 7, 21–41.
41 A. Böker, J. He, T. Emrick and T. P. Russell, Soft Matter, 2007, 3, 1231.
42 R. Aveyard, J. H. Clint and T. S. Horozov, Phys. Chem. Chem. Phys., 2003, 5,

2398–2409.
43 J. Demeter-Vodnár, M. Sǎlǎjan and D. A. Lowy, J. Colloid Interface Sci., 1996,

183, 424–430.
44 S. I. Karakashev, J. Colloid Interface Sci., 2014, 432, 98–104.
45 Y. Chevalier and M.-A. Bolzinger, Colloids Surf., A, 2013, 439, 23–34.

Journal Name, [year], [vol.],1–3 | 3

Page 3 of 4 ChemComm

C
he

m
C

om
m

A
cc

ep
te

d
M

an
us

cr
ip

t

Pu
bl

is
he

d 
on

 2
3 

M
ar

ch
 2

02
0.

 D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f 

R
oc

he
st

er
 o

n 
3/

24
/2

02
0 

11
:1

5:
02

 A
M

. 

View Article Online
DOI: 10.1039/D0CC00967A

https://doi.org/10.1039/d0cc00967a


Graphical Abstract:

A simple one-pot scheme yielding Pickering emulsions with long terms stability reliant on noble 
metal nanoparticles surfactant is presented. The dimensions and temporal stability of the 
emulsion is explored. Spectroscopic and microscopic tools are used to characterize the solid 
surfactants.
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