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Abstract: The surface properties of saponin and saponin-chitosan mixtures were analysed as a func-
tion of their bulk mixing ratio using vibrational sum-frequency generation (SFG), surface tensiometry
and dilational rheology measurements. Our experiments show that saponin-chitosan mixtures
present some remarkable properties, such as a strong amphiphilicity of the saponin and high di-
lational viscoelasticity. We believe this points to the presence of chitosan in the adsorption layer,
despite its complete lack of surface activity. We explain this phenomenon by electrostatic interactions
between the saponin as an anionic surfactant and chitosan as a polycation, leading to surface-active
saponin-chitosan complexes and aggregates. Analysing the SFG intensity of the O-H stretching bands
from interfacial water molecules, we found that in the case of pH 3.4 for a mixture consisting of
0.1 g/L saponin and 0.001 g/L chitosan, the adsorption layer was electrically neutral. This conclusion
from SFG spectra is corroborated by results from surface tensiometry showing a significant reduction
in surface tension and effects on the dilational surface elasticity strictly at saponin/chitosan ratios,
where SFG spectra indicate zero net charge at the air–water interface.

Keywords: saponin; chitosan; saponin—chitosan interactions; bio-compatible systems;
biodegradable surfactants

1. Introduction

Using environmentally friendly resources to manufacture surfactants is desirable to
reduce the environmental impact of production and their use in cosmetic, pharmaceutical
and food technologies. In the last half-century, the development of biodegradable surfac-
tants for biomedical applications has advanced significantly [1–3]. Saponin solutions and
saponin-chitosan mixtures are natural and biodegradable compounds with surface-active
and antimicrobial properties [4–8]. Saponins are a group of plant secondary metabolites
that exhibit surface-active properties. Chemically, saponins contain glycosylated steroids,
triterpenoids and steroid alkaloids. Currently, saponins are used as foamers and emulsifiers
in beer and soft drinks [9,10], as solubilising agents for vitamins [11] and minerals [12], as
surfactants in cosmetics [9,13,14] or food and feed additives [13] and also for the reduction
of lipids administration [15].

Chitosan is a natural biopolymer that is contained in the shells of insects, marine
crustaceans and fungi’s cell walls. As a non-toxic, biodegradable carbohydrate polymer,
chitosan is used for biomedical and food applications [16,17].

Our previous works evidenced that saponin presents amphiphilic properties relevant
to its utilisation as a foam stabiliser or emulsifier [4,18]. Foam stability was well correlated
with dilatational surface elasticity, which describes the mechanical response of the interface
to small surface area perturbation. This is usually determined by measuring the dynamic
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surface tension that results from low amplitude harmonic variations of the surface area.
Shear interfacial elasticity, measured by a different technique, defines the strength of
intermolecular interactions at the interface, which influences thin liquid film drainage and
is relevant for foam stability [19]. The viscoelastic response of saponins at the liquid–air
interface varies depending on their chemical structure. Triterpenoid saponins show an
extremely high viscoelastic response as well as high dilatational and shear moduli, while
steroid-type saponins present a more liquid-like response to shear stress [20].

We found that the surface activity of triterpenoid saponin can be further increased
in the presence of acetic acid, which is caused by the protonation of carboxylic groups at
low pH. This induces a transition from an ionic to a non-ionic form of the surfactant [4]. In
addition, we have also reported that adding chitosan to the saponin solutions increases the
viscoelastic effects on the interfacial and bulk properties, with a significant enhancement
of the liquid content and long-time stability of the respective aqueous foams. However,
the nature of those interactions and their strength could not be evaluated based on the
previously obtained experimental data.

In our previous work [4], in fact, due to the lack of surface activity of chitosan, we
assumed its presence mainly in the liquid film, and we hypothesised the formation of
amphiphilic saponin—chitosan complexes transferring into the interfacial layer without
direct proof. Moreover, we worked there with relatively high concentrations of chitosan
(above 0.1 g/L) and in pH 2.85 (1 wt% of acetic acid), where the saponin (an anionic
surfactant) is mostly undissociated.

In the present study, we have studied the saponin-chitosan systems at a higher pH for
a range of concentrations of chitosan from 0.0001 to 0.01 g/L. At this pH of 3.4, the saponin
is more dissociated. Very low concentrations of chitosan were not tested in the previous
work, where its minimum concentration was 0.1 g/L.

We have now incorporated complementary information from in situ nonlinear optical
spectroscopy–vibrational sum-frequency generation spectroscopy (SFG), which allows di-
rect identification and analysis of compounds adsorbed in the interfacial layer [21,22]. This
analysis targets specific functional groups such as -methylene, -methyl, -hydroxy groups
and their molecular structure at the interface, while the interfacial charge can be qualita-
tively addressed by SFG spectroscopy using O-H stretching modes from interfacial water
molecules. Using SFG spectroscopy, we aimed to resolve the composition and structure
of the adsorption layer on a molecular level, allowing us to provide new information on
chitosan-saponin mixtures at the air–water interface. Furthermore, we show that chitosan
was contained in the adsorption layer, despite the lack of its surface-active properties and
discuss a hypothesis explaining this phenomenon. We also performed the surface tension
and surface dilational rheology test in the same new saponin-chitosan concentrations.

2. Experimental Results

Figure 1 shows a series of SFG spectra where we have addressed C-H and O-H
vibrations from the adsorbate layer of saponin-chitosan mixtures at the air–water interface.
For that, the saponin concentration was fixed at 0.1 g/L while the chitosan concentration
was varied from 0 to 0.5 g/L. The solutions were mixed in water with 0.1% acetic acid,
and the pH was adjusted to 3.4 for all mixtures. Figure 1a shows a detailed view of
the C-H region, where the band assignments are also indicated in the figure, and the
symmetric stretching modes of methylene (d+) and methyl (r+) groups, the fermi resonance
of the methyl (r+

FR) and the methyl asymmetric stretch (r−) give rise to vibrational bands
at frequencies of ~2855, ~2890, ~2927 and ~2952 cm−1, respectively [23–29]. Chitosan
shows an additional C-H band at ~2994 cm−1, which is observed in the SFG spectra of
the pristine air–saponin interface [22,30–35] (see also our results, Figure S2a). Acetic acid
shows no SFG spectra in studied concentration 0.1 g/L [36] (see also Figure S3). Additional
broad vibrational bands due to O-H stretching modes from hydrogen-bonded interfacial
molecules are found between 3000 and 3800 cm−1. These bands are very sensitive to the
structure of the contributing water molecules and to the strength of the hydrogen bonds
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within the network of interfacial water molecules [37,38]. Close inspection of Figure 1b
shows that the shape and intensity of the O-H stretching bands change drastically as a
function of the chitosan concentration. There are three distinct water structures at the
saponin–chitosan interface depending on the frequency of the O-H stretching band of the
water molecules around the interface.
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3600 cm−1, which both dominate the SFG spectra for these low chitosan concentrations 

Figure 1. Vibrational SFG spectra of air–water interfaces modified by saponin–chitosan mixtures
as a function of the chitosan concentration, which was as indicated on the right axes of the panel
(b). Note that the saponin concentration in the aqueous solution was fixed at 0.1 g/L, while the
chitosan concentration was varied. The solution contained 0.1 wt% acetic acid in order to adjust the
pH value to 3.4 for all chitosan concentrations. Spectra were offset for better visual inspection. Panel
(a) shows a magnified view of the SFG spectra that concentrate on the details of C-H modes from
interfacial molecules. Bands assignments to CH2 (d+) and CH3 (r+), the Fermi resonance r+

FR, the
CH3 asymmetric stretch (r−) and a C-H stretch (C-H) are labelled in (a) and also discussed in the main
text. Panel (b) overviews spectra that show both C-H and O-H modes from interfacial molecules,
such as the broad O-H stretching modes which are indicated. The dotted line highlights the red shift
of the OH frequency as the concentration of chitosan increases. (See details in the main text).

(i) At high chitosan concentrations, the SFG spectra in Figure 1b exhibit two main fea-
tures with O-H stretching bands centred at ~3200 and ~3450 cm−1. The low-frequency band
is attributed to more tetrahedrally coordinated water molecules, while the high-frequency
band is due O-H groups in more disordered or less tetrahedrally coordinated environ-
ments [39,40]. The dip between these two features has been attributed to the intermolecular
coupling between the O-H stretch and the bending overtone by Sovago et al. [41].

(ii) The high-frequency part of the SFG spectrum shows for chitosan concentrations
lower than 0.001 g/L (Figure 1b) clearly O-H bands at 3500 cm−1 and a broad shoulder at
3600 cm−1, which both dominate the SFG spectra for these low chitosan concentrations
(<0.001 g/L). Similar bands have been observed at low pH for β-escin as another saponin
at the air–water interface. For β-escin, the vibrational bands at 3500–3600 cm−1 were
attributed to O-H stretching modes at the hydrophilic oligosaccharide section that originate
presumably from the protonated carboxylic acid group, which is only present at low
pH [21]. In fact, O-H bands at frequencies > 3500 cm−1 have been frequently assigned
to weakly hydrogen-bonded water molecules [42–44] close to carbonyl groups at lipid-
covered surfaces. However, as the chitosan concentration increases, O-H bands from the
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oligosaccharide section (glycone) of the saponin decrease substantially in intensity until
they are negligible at 0.001 g/L chitosan.

(iii) In addition, we attribute the weaker band at about ~3600 cm−1 to interfacial
water molecules close to the hydrophobic parts of the saponin–chitosan complexes at the
air–water interface. This assignment is corroborated by the work of Modal et al., who
studied a zwitterionic lipid at the air–water interface [45], were at the high frequency side
of the O-H spectrum showed a broad O-H feature at about 3620 cm−1, which the authors
attributed to water molecules close to the hydrophobic region of the lipid molecules. A
notion that is also supported by several other experimental studies as well as by molecular
dynamics MD simulations [43,46,47].

In order to get more quantitative information on the change of O-H intensities, we have
analysed the SFG spectra in Figure 1 in more detail and plotted in Figure 2 the integrated
intensity (see details section and figure caption) of the 3200 and ~3500/3600 cm−1 bands in
dependence on the chitosan concentration. Clearly, a minimum value at 0.001 g/L chitosan
is established.
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Figure 2. Integrated SFG intensities of O-H stretching bands (3055–3355 cm−1) related to
the hydrogen-bonded interfacial water molecules (black squares), which is also dependent on
the net charging state of the interface, as discussed in the main text. Integrated SFG intensi-
ties (3393–3695 cm−1) from O-H groups at the oligosaccharide glycone of the saponin (red circles) as
well as from water molecules close to the hydrophobic parts of the chitosan/saponin mixtures at the
interface are also shown as a function of the chitosan concentration. Red and black dashed lines show
the SFG intensities of both contributions to the SFG spectra (bands at 3200 and ~3550 cm−1). Solid
lines guide the eye.

Next, we will address the apparent decrease and subsequent increase in the intensity
of the low-frequency O-H band, e.g., at 3200 cm−1 from hydrogen-bonded interfacial
water (Figure 2). For that, recall that the SFG intensity can depend on both second- and
third-order contributions, where the latter is related to the double-layer potential at the
interface and can be, thus, used to study the charging state at an interface qualitatively (see
Equation (3) below). In Figure 3, we show that bulk measurements of the zeta-potential
reveal a charge reversal of the saponin–chitosan aggregates formed in the bulk solutions.
For further discussion, we point out that the chitosan macromolecules are polycationic at
low pH because their polysaccharide chain contains amine groups that can be protonated
and thus positively charged when the pH is low enough.
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aggregates, dashed—filtered).

In contrast, the saponins at low pH are either uncharged or slightly negatively charged.
Indeed, our bulk zeta-potential measurements show a negative zeta-potential of saponin
aggregates in the absence of chitosan (−16.9 mV at a saponin concentration of 0.1 g/L in an
aqueous solution). The mixture of saponin with 1 wt% acetic acid shows a zeta-potential of
ca. −6 mV only, which indicates that the addition of acetic acid can partially neutralize the
negative charge of saponin particles.

The addition of even a small amount of chitosan caused the charge reversal. The
mixture presented a positive zeta-potential charge up to approximately +70 mV at the
highest chitosan concentration of 0.5 g/L (see Figure 3). These results confirm that in
the studied range of chitosan concentration, there is a change in the surface potential of
particles in saponin solutions. Chitosan-saponin mixtures are, at low pH, conceptually
similar to the well-studied mixtures of oppositely charged polyelectrolyte and surfactants
(e.g., mixtures of polycations with anionic surfactants). In similar systems, the charge
reversal was observed in bulk as well as at the air–water interface with predominant
spread polyelectrolyte-surfactant aggregates [48–51]. For that reason, and since the de-
pendence of O-H signals in SFG spectra provides information on the interfacial charging
state (Equation (3)), we assign the changes in O-H intensity to changes in the net interfacial
charge. To corroborate this assignment, we discuss the shape of the C-H band (Figure 1)
at about 2994 cm−1 that is indicated by the arrow in Figure 1a. At chitosan concentra-
tions <0.001 g/L, this band appears as a positive going or peak-like feature, while at
concentrations >0.001 g/L, the spectral shape of this band changes to a shallow dip-like
feature. We recall that the appearance of vibrational bands in SFG spectroscopy depends
on the molecular orientation (see description of vibrational SFG spectroscopy in the details
section below). Consequently, the changes in the shape of the vibrational band centred at
2994 cm−1, can be attributed to a changed net orientation of the interfacial water molecules.
Indeed, fitting of the SFG spectra (see Supporting Information) at the lowest and highest
chitosan concentration shows that the relative phase of the water band at 3200 cm−1 and the
band at 2994 cm−1 changes by π. As the phase of a vibrational band in SFG spectroscopy
is related to the net molecular orientation, this further corroborates our conclusions on a
charge reversal at the interface. Note that similar changes of C-H bands in SFG spectra
caused by a flip in the water net orientation have been previously reported for proteins
as well as for polyelectrolyte-surfactant mixtures when the interfacial point of zero charge
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was crossed, e.g., by adjusting the pH, the mixing ratio or the polyelectrolyte concentra-
tion [34,49,52]. Furthermore, it is also interesting to discuss the molecular origin of the
decrease in intensity of the high-frequency bands at 3500 and 3600 cm−1, which are ne-
glectable when the chitosan concentration is >0.001 g/L. A similar reduction was observed
for β-escin (another saponin)—when the pH was increased [21]. This was attributed to
carboxylate groups’ protonation at the glycone of β-escin. Adsorption of positively charged
chitosan-saponin aggregates and subsequent formation of an electric double layer at the
air–water interface may reduce the hydronium concentration at the interface and, thus,
shift the local pH to a higher value (see also Sthoer and Tyrode [53]). The change in local
pH may also cause some deprotonation of the saponins’ carboxylic acid groups, which
can help stabilize the saponin–chitosan aggregates at the air–water interface. In addition,
we observe a red-shift of the O-H stretching band of interfacial water from 3250 cm−1 to
3200 cm−1 at chitosan concentrations higher than 0.001 g/L. This frequency shift may be
associated to stronger intermolecular coupling of the O-H bands of the water molecules
at the interface as the saponin-chitosan aggregates become more closely packed at the
air–water interface [37]. Moreover, the N-H stretch (~3300 cm−1) from amine groups at the
polysaccharide chain of the chitosan may also contribute to the stronger coupling to the
O-H stretching modes [54].

As next we concentrated on the adsorption properties and dilational rheology of
saponin-chitosan mixtures. Figure 3 presents the dynamic surface tension of saponin–
chitosan mixtures with acetic acid at the air–water interface, which is dominated by ad-
sorption kinetics. Clearly, after an adsorption time of 3 h, the interfaces modified by
saponin–chitosan mixtures are close to an equilibrium state for all studied mixing ratios.
However, despite the lack of chitosan’s surface activity, even trace amounts of chitosan
can noticeably influence the state of adsorption at the air–water interface. That is clearly
evidenced by the changes in adsorption kinetics, which slow down as the chitosan con-
centration increases. In particular, the dynamic surface tension at early adsorption times
reports on the changed kinetics as it systematically shifts to longer adsorption times when
the chitosan concentration is increased. However, also at close to equilibrium conditions,
the surface tension changed with concentration. Therefore, we compared the surface ten-
sion, for example, at the end of the kinetic series at 10,800 s (see Figure 4). In Figure 5, we
plot those surface tensions as a function of chitosan concentration.

Molecules 2022, 27, x FOR PEER REVIEW 7 of 16 
 

 

 
Figure 4. The dynamic surface tension of saponin solutions and saponin–chitosan mixtures in the 
presence of 0.1%wt. acetic acid and a solution pH of 3.4. The Saponin concentration was fixed at 0.1 
g/L, while the chitosan concentration was varied from 0.0005 to 0.3 g/L as indicated in the figure. 

 
Figure 5. Equilibrium surface tensions of saponin solutions and saponin–chitosan mixtures in the 
presence of 0.1%wt. acetic acid for pH 3.4 that were measured after 3 h (>10,800 s) of adsorption. 
The saponin concentration was fixed to 0.1 g/L while we varied the chitosan from 0.0005 to 0.3 g/L. 

At concentrations below the limit of 0.0025 g/L of chitosan, we observed a lower equi-
librium surface tension of about 40 mN/m, which was nearly independent of the poly-
cation concentration. On the contrary, when exceeding a concentration of 0.0025 g/L of 
chitosan, the equilibrium surface tension increased to a value of about 42 mN/m. The ob-
served equilibrium values have a higher experimental uncertainty than in the case of 
lower concentrations, but the difference between both levels is a few times over the exper-
imental apparatus error (~0.2 mN/m). The observed effect corresponds to the charging of 
the interfacial layer upon the adsorption of chitosan, as discussed above. Indeed, the chi-
tosan concentration where the noticeable jump in surface tension occurs is consistent with 
the results of the SFG measurements, which show a minimum in O-H intensity and, thus, 
surface charging. 

Figure 4. The dynamic surface tension of saponin solutions and saponin–chitosan mixtures in the
presence of 0.1 wt% acetic acid and a solution pH of 3.4. The Saponin concentration was fixed at
0.1 g/L, while the chitosan concentration was varied from 0.0005 to 0.3 g/L as indicated in the figure.
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presence of 0.1 wt% acetic acid for pH 3.4 that were measured after 3 h (>10,800 s) of adsorption. The
saponin concentration was fixed to 0.1 g/L while we varied the chitosan from 0.0005 to 0.3 g/L.

At concentrations below the limit of 0.0025 g/L of chitosan, we observed a lower
equilibrium surface tension of about 40 mN/m, which was nearly independent of the
polycation concentration. On the contrary, when exceeding a concentration of 0.0025 g/L
of chitosan, the equilibrium surface tension increased to a value of about 42 mN/m.
The observed equilibrium values have a higher experimental uncertainty than in the
case of lower concentrations, but the difference between both levels is a few times over
the experimental apparatus error (~0.2 mN/m). The observed effect corresponds to the
charging of the interfacial layer upon the adsorption of chitosan, as discussed above. Indeed,
the chitosan concentration where the noticeable jump in surface tension occurs is consistent
with the results of the SFG measurements, which show a minimum in O-H intensity and,
thus, surface charging.

As seen in Figure 6, the dilational interfacial elasticity rises in the presence of chitosan
for concentrations up to 0.3 g/L. The analysis of changes in surface elasticity concerning
the oscillation frequency for different chitosan contents allows us to easily distinguish the
transition from low chitosan concentrations, where the surface, according to our SFG obser-
vations, was negatively charged, to the conditions of high concentration of added polycation
(chitosan), where the surface charge is already completely neutralized (Figures 1 and 2 and
their discussion). As shown in Figure 6, the elasticity also confirms the transition point at a
chitosan concentration of 0.001 g/L.

Figure 7 shows the surface elasticity as a function of the chitosan concentration in the
mixtures with saponin. Data are presented for five different frequency oscillations. As can
be seen, there is a significant difference in the surface elasticities between low and high
chitosan solutions. The boundary between them is the concentration of 0.001 g/L where the
net charge at the air–water interface modified by chitosan-saponin mixtures is negligible.
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Figure 7. Surface dilational elasticity results as a function of chitosan concentration in aqueous
mixtures with saponin 0.1 g/L and acetic acid 0.1 wt% (pH 3.4). Plots for five various oscillation
frequencies, which were 0.005, 0.008, 0.02, 0.05 and 0.95 Hz, as indicated in the figure, are shown.

3. Discussion and Summary

In this work, we have studied the effect of the chitosan concentration on the interfacial
properties of mixtures with a saponin biosurfactant by combining vibrational SFG spec-
troscopy with surface tension and dilational elasticity measurements. These measurements
were accompanied by determining the zeta-potential from saponin–chitosan aggregates
in the bulk solution. At a chitosan concentration of 0.001 g/L, a minimum in O-H inten-
sity from interfacial water molecules is observed and attributed to a charge reversal and
overcharging of chitosan-saponin complexes at the air–water interface. Additionally, for
lower chitosan concentrations, a clear feature in the vibrational SFG spectra coming due
to hydroxyl groups from the saponin glycone is observed, whereas at higher chitosan
concentrations, SFG spectra are dominated by broad O-H stretching modes of interfacial
water molecules. We have used the relative phase between the O-H and the C-H band and
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thus the spectral shape of the C-H band that is closer in frequency to the O-H bands to
qualitatively determine the flip in the net orientational of interfacial water when the net
charging state is reversed at the air–water interface. The results from SFG spectroscopy
showed that chitosan is part of the surface adsorption layer, despite the lack of its surface-
active properties. The surface activity and dilational elasticity experiments confirmed the
effect indicated by SFG spectroscopy. We provide experiments that clearly show that the
surface activity of the saponin–chitosan mixtures decreases with increasing concentration
of chitosan. The surface elasticity of the analysed system also changes with the mixing ratio
of both components.

We propose that the observed phenomenon results from electrostatic interactions
between negatively charged particles of anionic saponin and the positively charged poly-
cation chains of chitosan. We provide information on chitosan as a polycation itself has
poor surface activity, but it can develop cooperative effects with a saponin which leads to
enhanced surface properties with more surface-active complexes or aggregates that are
driven by the interaction with the saponin. This phenomenon can be used in the future
formulation of cosmetic and therapeutic foams and emulsions to deliver chitosan to the
surface layer. Chitosan, in the form of such a complex, should easily penetrate the skin’s
pores, enhancing its healing effect. At this point, it should also be noted that the saponin–
chitosan complexes show attractive surface-active properties that can be used to formulate
new emulsions and cosmetic foams.

4. Materials and Methods
4.1. Materials

Saponin extracted from Quillaja Saponaria bark in the form of white powder was
purchased from VWR International (Saponin, Reagent Grade catalogue number VWRV0163,
LOT 1666C426), Amresco life science, reagent grade) and was used as received. The
molecular formula and molecular weight are not well defined for this product. However,
as in many studies on saponins or mixtures of saponins, [20,55–57] we assume an average
molecular weight of 1650 g·mol−1.

Chitosan (β-(1-4) linked 2-amino-2-deoxy-D-glucose) low molecular weight (50–190 kDa)
was purchased from NANOSHEL as high-density powder with a purity degree of 99.9%
and used as received. To prepare the solutions, we dissolved chitosan powder in 1 wt%
acetic acid solution under an overnight continuous magnetic bar stirring.

Acetic acid was purchased from Sigma-Aldrich with a purity higher than 99.7% and
was used without further purification.

The ultrapure water used in this study was obtained from a Millipore (Elix + Milli-Q)
purification system, warranting a resistivity higher than 18 MΩ·cm and stable surface
tension of about 72.4 mN/m at 22 ◦C. All the glass and Teflon laboratory materials utilised
in the samples preparation and measurements were (i) initially stored and cleaned with
Mucasol universal laboratory detergent, (ii) cleaned with potassium dichromate solution in
sulphuric acid and then (iii) rinsed with Milli-Q water.

For SFG spectroscopy, the needed glassware was cleaned in a mixture of 98% concen-
trated sulfuric acid (Carl Roth, Karlsruhe, Germany) with NOCHROMIX (Godax Labs,
Cabin John, MD, USA) for at least 12 h. Subsequently, it was thoroughly rinsed with
ultrapure water from a Millipore Reference A+ purification system and dried in a stream of
99.999% nitrogen gas (Westfalen, Germany). For SFG, 3.3 mL of the saponin–chitosan solu-
tions were loaded into an acid-cleaned Petri dish and were allowed to equilibrate for 30 min
before data acquisition. All experiments were carried out at 297 K room temperature.

4.2. Sample Preparation

The stock solution of saponin was prepared by dissolving it in water and leaving it
for 8 h to protonate all biosurfactant molecules. Meanwhile, to fully dissolve chitosan, its
solution was prepared in the presence of 1 wt% acetic acid. The chitosan stock solution was
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mixed on a magnetic stirrer for over 8 h until the biopolymer was fully dissolved. Both
stock solutions were prepared not earlier than 48 h before experiments.

The stock solutions of saponin and chitosan were filtered to avoid the presence of
large aggregates and their spreading to the air–water interface. However, according to
SFG spectroscopy, filtering of the samples had little effect on the air–water interface as
there were hardly any noticeable differences between SFG spectra of filtered and unfiltered
solutions (Figure S1, Supplementary Materials). Furthermore, zeta-potential experiments
also confirmed that the effect of filtering on obtaining results is negligible (see Figure 3).

Mixtures of saponin and chitosan were prepared just before the experiment. Then, an
appropriate amount of acetic acid was added to each of them to have a pH equal to 3.4.

4.3. Methods
4.3.1. Sum-Frequency Generation Spectroscopy

Vibrational sum-frequency generation (SFG) is a second-order nonlinear spectroscopy
with unique selectivity and sensitivity to study interfaces on a molecular level. SFG has
been applied to study a range of interfaces such as gas–solid [58–60], liquid–solid [61–63]
or gas–liquid [35,54,64,65], becoming the only method that can provide interface-selective
vibrational spectra on the water structure at aqueous interfaces. [40,66] The SFG intensity
ISFG is directly proportional to the absolute square of the sum-frequency polarization P(2)

SFG,

ISFG ∝
∣∣∣P(2)

SFG

∣∣∣2 ∝
∣∣∣χ(2)

∣∣∣2 IIR Ivis (1)

P(2)
SFG is induced by two incident beams, a frequency-tunable broadband IR beam

(ωIR) and a visible beam at a fixed frequency narrowband (ωvis), which has a narrow
bandwidth. The overlap of the two beams in time and space gives rise to a third beam
with the sum-frequency (ωSFG = ωIR + ωvis) of the two fundamental beams. Within the
dipole approximation, the second-order nonlinear susceptibility χ(2) is only non-zero when
the inversion of symmetry is broken, which is the case for interfaces [67]. In fact, this
makes SFG a powerful tool to study surfaces and interfaces as it is highly interface specific
because bulk signals in materials with inversion symmetry like isotropic liquids and gases
are negligible. Interfaces, however, break the prevailing bulk symmetry and allow for SFG
signals that can be used to study the interfacial molecular structure. The second-order
electric susceptibility χ(2) depends on a nonresonant (NR) contribution χ

(2)
NR and a resonant

contribution χ
(2)
R ,

χ
(2)
R = ∑

k

Ak
ω − ωk + iγk

(2)

where Ak, ωk and γk are the amplitude, resonance frequency and linewidth of the qth vibra-
tional mode. The amplitude Ak ∝ N

〈
β
(2)
q

〉
is a function of the number density of interfacial

and the orientational average of the molecular hyperpolarizability β
(2)
q . Consequently, the

shape of vibrational bands in homodyned SFG spectra depends on the orientation of interfa-
cial molecules. The χ

(2)
NR contribution is dominated by electronic excitations at the interface

and is, in case of optically transparent systems, often negligible while χ
(2)
R originates from

molecular vibrations of interface-adsorbed molecules. These can be resonantly excited by
the impinging IR beam and give rise to resonantly enhanced SFG signals [35,68,69]. In
addition, an additional third-order contribution χ

(3)
R,EDL needs to be considered at charged

interfaces, which can be related to a contribution from the electric double-layer that breaks
the symmetry at the interface and which is proportional to the double-layer potential
φ0 [32,70–73]. Clearly, this dependence offers the possibility to interrogate the interfacial
charging state at least on a qualitative level,
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ISFG ∝
∣∣∣∣χ(2)

NR + χ
(2)
R +

κ

κ − i∆kz
χ(3)φ0

∣∣∣∣2 (3)

Here κ is the inverse Debye length and ∆kz the wave vector mismatch between IR and
vis beam.

Although the information of the absolute orientation of the surface molecules is lost in
homodyne-detected vibrational SFG [67,74,75], the interference between the vibrational
modes can also reveal a charge reversal or a significant change on the charging state of the
interface. This is monitored by a relative phase change between modes or the nonresonant
background [23,76]. Previous studies have shown how the phase of the O-H bands causes
constructive or destructive interference if the overall orientation of the O-H molecules
varies, e.g., when a charge reversal at the interface occurs.

The integration intervals for the O-H band intensities, whose results are shown in
Figure 2, are for the O-H peak at 3200 cm−1 {3055–3353 cm−1} and for the O-H peak at
3600 cm−1 {3393–3695 cm−1}.

The set-up for our home-built SFG spectrometer is described in detail elsewhere [71].
SFG spectra in the frequency region from 2700 to 3800 cm−1 were taken by tuning the IR
centre frequency in four steps with a spectral width of >300 cm−1. The maximum pulse
energy of the broadband femtosecond IR beam was set to 15 µJ to avoid radiation damage
of the samples. The acquisition time for each centre IR frequency was 180 s, resulting in
a total acquisition time of 15 min per SFG spectrum. The polarizations of the SFG, VIS,
and IR beams were set to SSP, respectively. The SFG spectra were normalized with the
nonresonant contribution from an Au thin film on a Si wafer, which was cleaned in an air
plasma before each experiment.

4.3.2. Surface Activity and Dilational Surface Elasticity

Surface tension and dilational viscoelasticity measurements were performed using a
drop shape tensiometer Sinterface PAT1M (Sinterface Technologies e.K., Berlin, Germany).
Details on these techniques and our experimental procedure are reported elsewhere [4,77].
For the present study, the tensiometer was used in the pendant drop configuration. The
interfacial tension was acquired by maintaining a drop volume of about 11 mm3 and a
constant surface area after the rapid creation of a drop at the tip of a hydrophobic stainless-
steel capillary. This way, the adsorption kinetics were monitored starting from a nearly
“fresh” surface.

The dilational viscoelasticity (E) is the dynamic response of the interfacial tension,
γ, to extensional perturbations of the surface area, A. The surface dilational elasticity
measurements as a function of frequency were obtained using the oscillating drop method,
which was started after achieving an adsorption equilibrium (t > 3 h). The amplitude of
the sinusoidal area perturbations was such to ensure the linear response of the interfacial
layer and, in a frequency range from 0.005 to 0.2 Hz, to maintain a Laplacian profile of
the pendant drop during oscillation. For small amplitude harmonic perturbations, E is a
frequency-dependent complex quantity, defined as,

E =
∆γ

∆A/A0
eiφ (4)

where ∆γ and ∆A are the amplitudes of the oscillating surface tension and surface area,
respectively, while A0 is the reference area, and φ is the phase shift between the oscillating
surface tension and surface area. The accuracy of experiments was better than 0.2 mN/m,
which was confirmed by repeated tests with the same concentrations of saponin–acetic
acid–chitosan mixtures.

4.3.3. Zeta-Potential

The zeta-potential was measured using laser doppler electrophoresis and dynamic
light scattering (Zetasizer Nano Series, Malvern Panalytical, Malvern, UK) with disposable
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measurement cells (DTS 1065, Malvern). Zeta-potentials were calculated from the elec-
trophoretic mobility of particles using the Smoluchowski model. Each value was obtained
as an average from three consecutive measurements with 20 runs.

Supplementary Materials: The following supporting information can be downloaded at: https:
//www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/molecules27217505/s1, Including the SFG spectra of filtered and
unfiltered pristine saponin air–water interface, pristine saponin for different concentrations and neat
chitosan at the air–water interface. Figure S1. Comparison of SFG spectra of air-water interfaces
from filtered and unfiltered saponin solutions with a concentration of 0.1 g/L. The polarization of
the SFG, VIS and IR beam is SSP. For the filtered sample the stock solution of saponin was filtered
with a 0.1 µm filter; Figure S2. SFG spectra of the pristine saponin air water interface. (a) study of
the effect of the saponin concentration, pH 5.2 and (b) study of the addition of 1% acetic acid to the
solutions (pH 2.85). The polarization of the SFG, VIS and IR beam was SSP. The pH of solutions with
1% of acetic acid becomes more acidic, pH 2.85, and the OH bands are highly affected by the double
layer contribution, decreasing in SFG intensity due to the decrease in the net charge at the interface.
The C-H bands also are affected by the tail of the broad OH stretching bands, as the SFG spectra are
dependent on the interference between the bands and the relative phases. See references for detailed
explanation; Figure S3. Comparison of SFG spectra of 0.5 g/L chitosan air-water interface in 96%
or 1% of acetic acid solution. The polarization of the SFG, VIS and IR beams is SSP, respectively;
Figure S4. Comparison of the fit curves (red lines) with the experimentally determined vibrational
SFG spectra (black lines) of air-water interfaces modified by saponin-chitosan mixtures with chitosan
concentrations of 0 and 0.5 g/L as indicated in the figure. Note that the saponin concentration in the
aqueous solution was fixed to 0.1 g/L and that the solution contained 0.1 wt% acetic acid in order to
adjust the pH value to 3.4. The fit parameters are documented in Table S1 in the text below; Table S1.
Parameters used to fit the SFG spectra shown in Figure S4. For assignments of these bands the reader
is referred to the main text.
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