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a b s t r a c t

There is a significant interest in determining the effects of nanomaterials on the environment and

human health. Part or all of the toxicity attributed to silver nanoparticles (nAg) may be due to the

release of free silver (Agþ). Therefore, it is necessary to have techniques that will allow the precise

determination of free Agþ within suspensions of nAg particles. Among the different methods used for

the determination of free metals in natural waters, the ion-exchange technique (IET), has promise to

both distinguish Agþ from nAg and to attain the low detection limits required for the analysis of

natural samples. In this paper, IET. centrifugal ultrafiltration and single particle inductively coupled

plasma mass spectrometry (SP ICP-MS) were used to determine very low concentrations of free or

dissolved Ag in commercial suspensions of nAg. Dilution of the silver nanoparticles played an important

role in the measured Agþ concentrations. The relative release of Agþ from nAg increased as samples

were increasingly diluted, implying that it is critical to determine Agþ concentrations under the precise

conditions used for determinations of toxicological or environmental fate.

& 2012 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

The production and applications of nanomaterials are growing
rapidly but their impacts on human health and the environment
have not yet been determined unambiguously. Nanosilver (nAg)
is among the most common nanomaterials found in consumer
products. It is used in a variety of applications including medical,
water treatment, cosmetics, clothing and the food industry.

Even though nAg is used for its antimicrobial properties, it is
not yet clear whether its toxic effects are due to the release of free
silver (Agþ), nAg or a combination of both species [1–3]. Many
studies have identified the potent antimicrobial toxicity of Agþ

[4] and a few cases of bioavailable Ag complexes [5]. Recently,
several research groups have demonstrated the apparent anti-
microbial effects of silver nanoparticles [6,7]. For example, in
studies using Escherichia coli, Kim et al. [6] determined that the
antimicrobial activity of nAg was similar to a solution of silver
nitrate. Asharani et al. [8] suggested that phenotypical defects in
zebrafish were not due to Agþ but rather nAg, while both Foldbjerg
et al. [9] and Miura and Shinohara [10] reported observing similar
biological responses due to nAg and Agþ . Nonetheless, in most of
the studies, nanoparticulates were assumed to predominate in nAg
suspensions-free silver was rarely quantified.

Suspensions of nAg contain at least three distinct forms of silver:
Ag0, free Agþ (and its soluble complexes) and adsorbed silver [11].
Ions are released from nAg due to oxidation, which can result in the

total dissolution of Ag0 under some conditions. It is difficult to
predict the chemical speciation of nAg suspensions, especially in the
presence of biological organisms, since equilibrium is not always
attained. For example, Navarro et al. [12] suggested that silver
particles contributed to toxicity via a Agþ release process that was
enhanced in the presence of algae due to the production of H2O2 (a
metabolic product of the algae). Therefore, in order to determine the
relative toxicity of Agþ with respect to nAg, it is essential to
precisely quantify nAg dissolution under the conditions that are most

relevant to the biological or environmental media of interest (e.g.
complex matrices, low nAg concentrations, etc.).

A number of analytical techniques can potentially be used to
quantify nAg dissolution in natural and biological media [13].
For example, electrochemical approaches such as anodic stripping
voltammetry (ASV), competing ligand exchange with adsorption
cathodic stripping voltammetry (CLE-AdCSV) and ion selective elec-
trodes [12,14] have long been used for chemical speciation measure-
ments. Membranes or resins have also been used to separate species
on the basis of their charge, size or chemical affinity (e.g. ion
exchange technique, IET; Donnan membrane technique, DMT; per-
meation liquid membrane, PLM; diffusive gradients in thin films, DGT
[12]). Finally, it is possible to physically separate dissolved Ag (Agþ

and its complexes) from nAg using ultracentrifugation, ultrafiltration
or centrifugal ultrafiltration [11,12,15,16]. Each of the methods has its
own advantages and limitations, based upon implementation, cost,
detection limits and whether or not free ions can be measured
independently from the labile metal complexes.

In this study, three analytical techniques (IET; centrifugal
ultrafiltration; single particle inductively coupled plasma mass
spectrometry, SP ICP-MS) were evaluated for their ability to
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quantify free or dissolved Ag in suspensions of nAg. Particle
dissolution was quantified for a wide range of nAg concentrations
and under variable physicochemical conditions.

2. Materials and methods

2.1. Reagents

Dowex 50W-X8 (50–100 mesh, exchange capacity of 5.17
1 meq/g, Sigma) was used as the cation exchange resin for the IET.
Sodium hydroxide (Z98%, 0.1 M) was used to convert the resin to its
Naþ form prior to use and sodium nitrate (99%, Sigma) was
used as the swamping electrolyte. High purity nitric acid
(65%, TraceSelectUltra) was purchased from Fluka. In some experi-
ments, 2-[N-morpholino]-ethanesulfonate sodium salt (NaMES,
Sigma-Aldrich) was used to buffer solutions to pH 6. Silver standards
were prepared from a reference solution of 1000 ppm Ag in 2% HNO3

purchased from Fisher Scientific. Commercial suspensions of silver
nanoparticles were purchased from Vive Crop Protection (formerly
ViveNano, product no. AD0223SRFD) and Ted Pella (Product nos.
15705-20SC, 15707-20SC and 15710-20SC). The Vive Nano product
was provided as a 1.5 g/L aqueous suspension of nAg (measured by
gravimetry) stabilized by sodium polyacrylate (silver content of the
dried sample¼31%). The product has been well characterized in
previous work, with results by transmission electron microscopy and
fluorescence correlation spectroscopy showing that 490% of the
nanoparticles were in the size range of 1–10 nm [17]. The products
purchased from Ted Pella corresponded to aqueous (non-stabilized)
suspensions of three different particle sizes (20, 40, and 80 nm).
These samples are used as electron microscopy size standards.
However, in aqueous solution; they do have a tendency to aggregate
in the absence of a stabilizer such as citrate. Free ion concentrations
in the concentrated nAg stock solutions were below 2%. In order to
approach equilibrium conditions as much as possible, all samples
analyzed in this study were first equilibrated for 3 days at room
temperature in a pH buffered media.

2.2. Instrumentation

Total Ag concentrations in solution were determined using a
Varian AA240Z Zeeman atomic absorption spectrometer or a
PerkinElmer NexION 300� ICP-MS. SP ICP-MS experiments were
also carried out using the NexION 300� . pH measurements were
made using a 744 Metrohm pH-meter. Nanoparticle Tracking
Analysis (NTA; Nanosight LM10) was used to verify particle
diameter variations of the nAg. Centrifugal ultrafiltration was
performed in a Heraeus Multifuge 1 S-R centrifuge.

2.3. Ion-exchange technique (IET)

The ion-exchange approach is based upon the equilibration of
the free ion with a small amount of cation exchange resin. The
resin mass is small enough so that it will not cause any perceptible
changes to the equilibrium distribution of chemical species in
solution. Nonetheless, several conditions must be satisfied in order
to measure equilibrium concentrations of free ion (Mnþ) [18,19].
First, Mnþ should be the only species exchanged with the resin
counter-ions (Naþ). Second, at equilibrium, the total number of
exchange sites should be much greater than those occupied by the
adsorbed metal ion. Finally, the sample should contain counter-
ions at a concentration that is not affected by the ion-exchange
process. Equations describing the ion-exchange equilibria are given
in the Supporting information.

Prior to use, fine particles of the resin were removed by sedi-
mentation–decantation in MilliQ water (R418 MO cm, organic

carbono2 mg L�1) [18]. The resin was then washed with 1.5 M
nitric acid, rinsed with MilliQ water and oven dried at 60 1C. For
each ion exchange column, 10 milligrams of dry resin were sus-
pended in MilliQ water and the slurry was carefully drawn into cut
polypropylene tubes (inner diameter: 1.65 mm, length: 15 mm)
where it was maintained with a small amount of glass wool. Four
replicate columns were used for each experimental condition. In
this study, optimized steps were as follows: resin wash with 20 mL
of 1.5 M HNO3, resin rinse with 20 mL of MilliQ water, conversion of
the resin to its Naþ form with 20 mL of 0.1 M NaOH, rinse with
MilliQ water to neutral pH, pre-equilibration with 20 mL of a
solution of similar pH and ionic strength as the sample to be
analyzed, equilibration with the sample, rinse with MilliQ water
(ca. 5 mL) and elution of adsorbed silver into pre-weighed poly-
propylene containers using 1.5 M HNO3. At the end of each step, air
was passed through the column to remove any remaining inter-
stitial solution. Samples and wash solutions were pumped (Gilson
Minipuls 3 peristaltic pump) through the resin columns at 5 mL/
min while the elution was performed at 0.5 mL/min.

2.4. Single particle ICP-MS (SP ICP-MS)

SP ICP-MS was used for the simultaneous measurement of
dissolved and nAg. The theoretical basis of SP ICP-MS has been
described by Degueldre et al. [20–22] for natural metal colloids and
by Laborda et al. [23] for the discrimination of ionic and nano
silver. SP ICP-MS distinguishes between dissolved and particulate
silver based upon their differing signal intensities in a highly
diluted sample. Indeed, the sample must be sufficiently diluted
so that, during the defined short detection interval (dwell time),
only a single particle attains the mass spectrometer. Since dis-
solved metal is homogeneously distributed in the nebulized
sample droplets, it will produce a constant signal, whereas the
observation of additional, discrete signal pulses can be attributed
to the ionization of nanoparticles (Fig. S1). The relative proportions
of ions and nanoparticles are then determined from a statistical
distribution of their pulse intensities. In this work, data acquisition
parameters in the single particle mode were as follows: sweeps per
reading: 1; readings per replicate: 20,000; dwell time: from 0.1 to
5 ms (3 ms dwell times were reported here, however, all studied
dwell times led to similar conclusions); integration time 2.5 s.

2.5. Centrifugal ultrafiltration

The centrifugal filter units (Amicon ultra, 3 kDa molar mass
cutoff) were first pre-equilibrated with the sample matrix (free of
Ag, same I and pH). Subsequently, 4 mL of each sample were
centrifuged at 3700� g for 20 min over four centrifugation cycles
in order to equilibrate the filters with the Ag (Fig. S2), which
reduces adsorptive losses of Agþ . At the end of each centrifuga-
tion cycle, all liquid was removed from the devices. Following the
final cycle, dissolved silver concentrations were determined in the
filtrate while nAg was determined from an analysis of the silver
remaining in the retentate. Samples indicating a deviation of
greater than 10% from the theoretical mass balance were rejected.

3. Results and discussion

3.1. Optimization of the IET for determinations of Agþ

For measurements of Agþ to be valid, the resin must be at
equilibrium with the sample. Equilibrium is verified by percolating
the samples through the column until [Ag] in the sample¼[Ag] in
the effluent (Fig. 1). Equilibration was assured by employing
sufficiently large sample volumes, corresponding to relatively long
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