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A B S T R A C T

Functional hybrid sol-gel coatings have been developed for numerous applications with a wide range of wett-
abilities. This study proposes to investigate the relationship between the structure and the wetting properties of a
zirconium modified silicate hybrid sol-gel coating. The structures of the coatings were altered by varying the
content of zirconium, and the curing process, while keeping the sol-gel preparation conditions identical. The
structure of the materials was characterized by FTIR, 29Si NMR and SEM. The thermal properties and the
wettability are identified by DSC and contact angle measurements, respectively.

By corroborating the structural and wettability analyses, it is shown that the transition metal minimizes the
thermally-assisted condensation of the silicate network and enables to stabilize the wetting properties at higher
hydrophilic values. This article highlights that the wettability of hybrid sol-gel coatings can be controlled by
both the curing process and transition metal content.

1. Introduction

Control of coatings wettability is of great interest for a wide range of
applications; including sensors for medical and environmental mon-
itoring, protective coatings for transportation and construction in-
dustries among others. One of the key issues with the development of
highly sensitive sensor devices is the functionalization of sensing sur-
faces with recognition probes that enable specific binding with biolo-
gical or chemical analytes, thus requiring sensing surfaces with con-
trolled wettability [1]. Microfluidics are widely used in medical and
environmental monitoring devices and their fluidic efficiency depends
on their surface energy [2]. Protective coatings for anticorrosion, an-
tifouling or antibacterial purposes often need low surface energies to
minimize interactions between the protected surface and contaminant
fluids [3]. High surface energy surfaces are essential for adhesion of
organic coatings to enable the formation of homogenous and highly
adherent coatings [4].

Over the past three decades, hybrid sol-gel materials have been
widely investigated for the fabrication of functional coatings [5]. The
dual organic and inorganic character of the precursors coupled to the
liquid nature of the sol-gel process have been particularly attractive to
the preparation of newly hierarchically structured materials with
wettability ranging from (super)hydrophobic [6] to (super)hydrophilic
[7,8]. However, to our knowledge, no research has precisely focused on

the influence of the curing and structure of the hybrid sol-gel material
on the wettability of hybrid organic-inorganic sol-gel coatings. This
study is aimed at providing initial responses to these fundamental
questions by studying an established hybrid sol-gel material prepared
from the combination of a silicate and zirconium hybrid precursors
previously reported on by us [9]. While previous studies completed by
us focused on the structure of the hybrid sol-gel coatings towards an-
ticorrosion applications, this study centres on the effect of the curing on
the structure and wettability of hybrid sol-gel coatings. To better un-
derstand the effect of the structure on the wetting properties of the
coatings, the relative content of the silicon and zirconium precursors
was altered while keeping the sol-gel synthesis and coatings fabrication
conditions identical. The properties of the hybrid sol-gel materials were
characterized employing Fourier transform infrared spectroscopy (FT-
IR), silicon nuclear resonance spectroscopy (29Si NMR) and scanning
electron microscopy (SEM). The wettability was identified by contact
angle measurements. The thermal properties were characterized by
differential scanning calorimetry (DSC).

2. Experimental section

2.1. Sol gel synthesis

Five hybrid sol-gel materials were prepared from the combination of
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two hybrid precursors in different relative ratios (Table 1): (1) an or-
ganically modified silicate precursor, 3-(trimethoxysilyl)propyl metha-
crylate (MAPTMS, Assay 99% in methanol) and a zirconium complex,
prepared from the chelation of zirconium n-propoxide (ZPO, Assay 70%
in 2-propanol) with methacrylic acid (MAAH, Assay >98%). The sol-
gel synthesis necessitates a three-step process to enable the formation of
a fully stable nano-hybrid system where zirconium species are homo-
geneously distributed within the hybrid silicate matrix, as fully de-
scribed in our previous study [9].

2.2. Fabrication of the sol-gel coatings

The five prepared sols were filtered using a 0.45 μm nylon syringe
filter and deposited onto glass substrates by spin coating at 1000 rpm.
The glass substrates were cleaned with isopropanol prior to deposition.
From each sol, five coatings were prepared and each one underwent a
different curing temperature (100, 120, 130, 140 and 150 °C) for a
duration of 1 h, resulting in a set of 25 samples. The process was re-
peated five times for reproducibility testing.

2.3. Contact angle measurements

Water contact angles (CA) were measured using the static sessile
drop method on the hybrid sol-gel coatings. The measurements were
taken using deionized water under ambient conditions using an elec-
tronic syringe. The CA measurements were recorded using a contact
angle goniometer-FTA200 First Ten Angstroms. Uniform droplets of 4.1
μl of deionized water were dropped onto the surface of the coatings and
allowed to stabilize for 10 s before digital images of the droplets were
recorded. For statistical analyses, five coatings for each material were
prepared with six measurements taken for each coating, leading to 30
values. The contact angle values were determined from the average of
the 30 measurements and the uncertainty values determined from the
minimum and maximum values of these 30 measurements. The images
were then analysed using FTA32 Video 2.0 software.

2.4. Fourier transform infrared spectroscopy (FT-IR)

FT-IR was employed to highlight the different vibrational modes of
the chemical species within the sol-gel coatings, particularly to follow
the evolution of the silicate network when the curing temperature and
zirconium content are altered. The FT-IR spectra of all coatings were
obtained using a Perkin Elmer GX instrument in the ATR mode within a
650–4000 cm−1 spectral range.

2.5. Silicon nuclear magnetic spectroscopy (29Si NMR)

29Si-NMR experiments were carried out for the sols 24 h after their
synthesis. The main information of interest was the evolution of the
condensation degree of the silicon atoms as a function of zirconium
concentration. The experiments were run employing a 400MHz Bruker
spectrometer equipped with an INEP pulse sequence. The acquisition
conditions are as follows: frequency 46.69MHz, spectral width
500 ppm, pulse π/3 (8 μs), recycle delay 4 s, number of scans 80 and the
free induction delay (FID) fixed at 10 Hz line broadening. Deuterated

dimethylsulfoxide (DMSO) was used as a lock solvent and tetra-
methylsilane (TMS) - as a chemical shift reference. For the statistical
analyses of the content of the T species, each material was prepared
three times and NMR spectra recorded three times, leading to nine
measurements per material. The value of the T species was determined
by the average of the obtained nine measurements and the uncertainty
values defined from the minimum and maximum values of the nine
measurements.

2.6. Differential scanning calorimetry (DSC)

DSC was employed to look at the thermal stability and reactivity of
the sols over the temperature range of 25–300 °C. The measurements
were carried out using a Shimadzu DSC QC instrument under an air
atmosphere and a heating rate of 5 °C/min.

2.7. Scanning electron microscopy (SEM)

SEM experiments were performed on the cross-section of the coat-
ings to identify their thickness, homogeneity and adhesion on the glass
substrate.

The SEM images were recorded employing a Hitachi SU-70 SEM
with electron energy of 2–10 keV. Prior to analysis, the samples were
sputter coated with a palladium layer of approximately 6 nm in thick-
ness using a Cressington 208HR sputter coater.

3. Results and discussion

3.1. Contact angle measurements

The contact angle (CA) measurement of all materials were per-
formed and the average contact angles plotted as a function of tem-
perature are shown in Fig. 1. At 100 °C, materials containing 1 to 20%
ZPO exhibit a CA close to 67°, whereas the material containing 30%
ZPO has a slightly higher CA value of 71°. As the temperature increases
to a 120 °C it can be seen that the opposite tendency is observed with
samples containing a high content of ZPO exhibiting lower CA values
than those with a lower ZPO content. Interestingly, except for material
A, all other materials show a stagnation of their CA value from a curing
temperature of 130 °C. Unlike the other materials, material A shows an
increase of the CA from 130 to 150 °C. These observations clearly sig-
nify that the zirconium content plays a role in the surface properties of
the materials. The hypothesis to explain this behaviour can be related to
the formation of hydrophilic species at temperatures up to 130 °C with a
partial conversion of the hydrophilic species into hydrophobic groups.
However, this variation can only be possible if the morphology of the
materials is dramatically different from low to high ZPO concentra-
tions, therefore favouring the conversion of hydrophilic species to hy-
drophobic species at low ZPO concentrations. In other words, this

Table 1
Materials formulation.

Materials Theoretical hydrolysis degree (vs. alkoxide
groups)

MAPTMS:ZPO:MAAH

A 50% 99:1:1
B 50% 95:5:5
C 50% 90:10:10
D 50% 80:20:20
E 50% 70:30:30

Fig. 1. CA measurements vs temperature for all materials.
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phenomenon would be possible if material A exhibits a higher porosity
than other materials, therefore having the ability to be hydrophilized at
temperatures lower than 130 °C and hydrophobized at higher tem-
peratures. This would mean that the surface properties would be gov-
erned by a competition between a hydrophilization process at low
temperatures and a hydrophobization process taking place at higher
temperatures, likely due to the conversion of hydroxyl groups into
oxide groups. In order to confirm or disconfirm this hypothesis, FT-IR
analyses of the evolution of the inorganic groups are required.

3.2. FT-IR

The recorded FT-IR spectra for all materials were found to exhibit
similar chemical vibrations, as shown in Fig. 2 (samples cured at
100 °C). This is due to the formation of the same chemical groups be-
cause of a uniform preparation process, the only difference being the
MAPTMS/ZPO ratio. To identify the effects of the curing temperature
and material formulations on the reactivity and condensation of the
inorganic network, it is important to focus on the characteristic ab-
sorption bands of the inorganic backbone of the materials. For this
reason, the absorption bands in the range 800–1250 cm−1 were in-
vestigated, as shown in Fig. 3. In the previous study [9], it was found
that, for a curing temperature of 120 °C, the ZPO content significantly
affects the absorption in the 800–1250 cm−1 range, but here the effect
of the curing temperature is investigated in the domain of temperatures
usually required for fully stabilizing hybrid sol-gel coatings, from 100 to
150 °C. The absorption bands were attributed according to the results of
previous studies [10–15]. For material A, it can be observed that the
SieOeSi symmetric stretching band located at 815 cm−1 and the
SieOeC symmetric stretching bands located at 1170 and 1200 cm−1

decrease when the curing temperature increases. In parallel, the broad
band located in the range 1000–1100 cm−1 and related to the asym-
metric stretching of the SieOeSi bonds is seen to shrink from the high
energy vibrations as the curing temperature increases. Actually, this
band is composed itself by the superimposition of five sub-bands lo-
cated at 1010, 1030, 1055, 1070 and 1090 cm−1. According to Lerot
and Low [16], the band located at 1090 cm−1 is attributed to siloxane
units located at the interface between tetrahedral and octahedral units,
whereas the lower energy bands would relate to siloxane units at the
interface between tetrahedral units. From this reference, one can sup-
pose that in our system, in this spectral region, the high-energy vibra-
tions would represent the siloxane bonds with a more structured net-
work whereas the lower ones would be related to a more disordered
network. Therefore, the decrease of the intensities of the bands with
higher energy indicates the formation of a network with a lower con-
nectivity, probably with a higher porous morphology. This hypothesis is
supported by the intensity decrease of the symmetric stretching of the
SieOeZr bond located at 940 cm−1. Finally, although the intensity of
the band related to the symmetric vibration of the SieOH group located

at 890 cm−1 is seen to decrease, its relative intensity against the
SieOeSi groups (815 and 1000–1150 cm−1) is found to be the highest
for the sample cured at 130 °C. This supports the CA measurements
where the sample cured at 130 °C was found to be the most hydrophilic
sample for material A. In summary, for material A, the increase of the
curing temperature provokes the formation of hydrophilic silanol
groups at up to 130 °C. The higher curing temperatures tend to form
hydrophobic siloxane groups with increasing amorphous character of
the inorganic network.

For materials B to E, the bands related to the symmetric siloxane
(815 cm−1) and residual alkoxysilane (1175 cm−1) groups are seen to
decrease as the curing temperature increases. The relative intensity of
the silanol (840 cm−1) groups against the symmetric siloxane stretching
increases as the concentration of the zirconium precursor increases,
suggesting that the zirconium atom favours the formation of hydro-
philic SieOH groups. The shrinkage of the asymmetric siloxane vibra-
tions bands (1000–1150 cm−1), which was identified for material A, is
not observed for materials B to D and the opposite effect is observed for
material E. The progressive increase of the zirconium content mini-
mizes the decrease of the SieOeZr band located at 940 cm−1, sug-
gesting the formation of more stable structures. Therefore, one can
conclude that the zirconium precursor favours the formation of highly
condensed silicate species, resulting in a more condensed network.
Finally, these results indicate that the incorporation of the transition
metal favours the formation of denser materials, thus limiting the fur-
ther condensation process observed in material A, and the subsequent
contact angle increase. However, to better identify the effect of the
zirconium incorporation on the morphology of the silicate network and
its subsequent consequences on the wetting capabilities of the coatings,
we propose to perform 29Si NMR analyses of the materials investigated
here. Importantly, this would enable us to confirm or disconfirm the
competition between the hydroxylation and condensation processes
discussed in this section.

3.3. 29Si NMR

The 29Si NMR spectra were recorded for all materials 24 h after
fabrication and they are shown in Fig. 4. The spectrum of the precursor
MAPTMS was also recorded and is represented in Fig. 5. The presence
of a single sharp peak at −42.6 ppm demonstrates the absence of hy-
drolysed or condensed species and its high purity. The presence of the
different chemical shifts in the T0, T1, T2 and T3 regions of the spectra
correspond to the different degrees of condensation of the silicon atoms
in MAPTMS and it was previously reported [9]. Firstly, it can be noted
that no T0 species are observed for any material, suggesting that all
silicon atoms have formed at least one siloxane bond. However, this
does not mean that all alkoxide group have reacted, as each silicon
atom within MAPTMS contains 3 reactive alkoxide groups. To better
appreciate the evolution of the different T species for each material, the
different chemical shifts have been integrated and their relative pro-
portions are plotted in Fig. 6. T1 species are present in all materials A–E
at ratios of 32.2, 4.8, 2.7, 3.5 and 13.3%, respectively. T2 species are
present at a ratio of 50, 50.3, 45.2, 42.4, and 44.2%, respectively. The
most condensed species T3 is present in concentrations of 17.1, 44.8,
52, 54, and 42.4%, respectively. The increase of the T3 species at the
expense of both the T2 and T1 species suggests that the materials are
forming more condensed networks with increasing zirconium con-
centrations up to 20%. For material E, with a ZPO concentration of
30%, there is a dramatic increase in the concentration of T1 species with
a decrease in the T3 species.

In summary, the 29Si NMR analyses suggests the zirconium pre-
cursor favours the formation of a more condensed silicate species at
concentrations up to 20%. At a concentration of 30%, the lower con-
densed T1 silicate species are formed minimizing further condensation
probably due to the steric hindrance caused by the large size of the
zirconium atom. Importantly, these results confirm that the silicate

Fig. 2. FT-IR spectra of materials A–E in the range of 650–4000 cm-1.
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network is less sensitive to condensation reactions as the zirconium
content increases and to subsequent contact angle increase, as de-
monstrated above by the CA and FT-IR analyses.

3.4. Thermal analysis

The DSC measurements were performed on all the liquid sol-gel
materials to determine their thermal behaviour and to identify the
optimum working temperature of the sol-gel material. The thermal
behaviour of materials A–E are given in Fig. 7. There are three different
areas of thermal behaviour that can be observed, namely, between 25
and 70 °C, 100 and 170 °C and above 170 °C. The large broad en-
dothermic band between 25 and 70 °C is due to the evaporation of free
volatile solvents within the hybrid network formed during the sol-gel
synthesis and contained in the precursors. The endothermic band shifts
to higher temperatures with increasing zirconium content; this may be
due to a higher degree of entrapped solvents in the sol-gel network.
Similar behaviour has been reported for Sn doped ZrO2 samples which
were prepared by sol-gel methods [17]. The exothermic band between
160 and 190 °C is due to the glass transition phase (Tg) or the full so-
lidification point of the sol-gel materials. It can be noted that the Tg for
materials B to E can be seen at 194, 194, 185 and 199 °C, respectively.

Material A, exhibits two exothermic bands in the region of 171 and
192 °C, which may be due to the occurrence of two different phases
within the material due to the low content of ZPO, as previously ob-
served in similar materials [9]. Apart from materials C and D, an ad-
ditional exothermic band located above 200 °C is present for the other
materials, translating structural heterogeneity, probably due to the
presence of hybrid nanoparticle populations with different structures,
thus with different thermal behaviors. The most plausible explanation
to the likely heterogeneity can be explained by the capability of the
silicate network to host the zirconium complex in a homogeneous
manner within its backbone. At low zirconium concentrations (mate-
rials A and B), the sol-gel network may be primarily composed of sili-
cate species with some local inclusions of zirconium species. At the
highest zirconium content (material E), the silicate network may not be
able to host the whole content of zirconium species, thus leading to
some rich zirconium nanoparticles populations. According to this ex-
planation, the integration of the zirconium complex in the silicate
network is optimum in materials C and D. However, to clarify this
question further fine structural characterizations at the different curing
temperatures employing XRD, EXAFS, XANES or neutron scattering are
needed, which we expect to address in a future study.

Fig. 3. FT-IR spectra of materials A–E in the range of 800–1250 cm−1.
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3.5. SEM analysis

The SEM images of cross-sectioned samples were recorded to
identify the coating homogeneity and thicknesses, as well as adhesion
on the glass substrate for all materials. All samples show homogenous
coatings with thicknesses in the range of 4.8–6 μm (±0.5 μm), as seen

in Fig. 8. Although the sample preparation involved mechanical
cleaving of the substrate in order to enable cross-section analysis on a
sharp interface, no delamination of the coatings from the glass substrate
was observed, demonstrating a strong adhesion of the sol-gel materials
with the glass substrate. As the glass substrate surface contains silanol
groups, it is likely that they will undergo inorganic condensation with

Fig. 4. 29Si NMR spectra of all materials.

Fig. 5. 29Si NMR spectra of pure MAPTMS precursor.
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the residual uncondensed silanol and alkoxysilane groups of the sols to
form strong siloxane bonds, thus explaining the strong adhesion of the
hybrid sol-gel coating onto the substrate. Apart from the stripes ob-
served on the cross-section, which are due to the propagation of the
cleaving defects of the glass substrate, the coating is found to be smooth
and uniformly distributed on the substrate, suggesting a highly homo-
geneous material.

4. Conclusion

The objective of this work was to investigate the relationships ex-
isting between the structure, the curing temperature and the wetting
properties of a zirconium modified organosilane hybrid sol-gel mate-
rial. A series of five hybrid materials were prepared from the combi-
nation of a silicon and zirconium hybrid sol-gel reactive at different
ratios. The materials were structurally and thermally analysed by FT-IR,
29Si NMR, SEM and DSC methods and the wetting properties clarified
by CA measurements. The FT-IR analysis showed that the curing tem-
perature provokes the condensation of the silicate network at the ex-
pense of the SieOeZr and SieOH groups. However, this phenomenon
decreases as the zirconium content increases, suggesting the zirconium
precursor minimizes the progression of the silicate network probably by
the formation of a rigid network in the liquid phase. Indeed, 29Si NMR
characterizations have supported this hypothesis by showing that
highly condensed silicate species are formed in the liquid phase when
the content of zirconium increases. From the cross-section SEM ob-
servation, the prepared coatings are found to be uniformly deposited
onto the glass substrate with thicknesses ranging from 4.8 to 6 μm
(±0.5 μm). The wettability analysis showed that all coatings exhibit a
progressive decrease of their CA values up to 130 °C. At temperatures
above 130 °C, the sample containing 1% zirconium content exhibits an
increase of its CA value, while coatings containing a minimum of 5% of
zirconium maintain a stable CA value. Therefore, when corroborating
the structural and wettability analyses, it has become evident that the
transition metal minimizes thermal condensation of the silicate net-
work, thus enabling stabilization of the wetting properties at higher
hydrophilic values.

To our knowledge, the control of the wettability of hybrid coatings
by curing process and transition metal incorporation within a silicate
network is a fundamentally new concept in the physico-chemistry of
hybrid sol-gel materials, which would deserve to be further investigated
on other structurally different materials and other curing methodolo-
gies.
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Fig. 6. Evolution of T1, T2 and T3 species for all materials.

Fig. 7. DSC spectra of all materials.
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