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Abstract: In this paper, we propose a new spectroscopic method to explore the behavior of molecules
near polymeric molecular networks of water-containing soft materials such as hydrogels. We demon-
strate the analysis of hydrogen bonding states of water in the vicinity of hydrogels (soft contact lenses).
In this method, we apply force to hydrated contact lenses to deform them and to modulate the ratio
between the signals from bulk and vicinal regions. We then collect spectra at different forces. Finally,
we extracted the spectra of the vicinal region using the multivariate curve resolution-alternating least
square (MCR-ALS) method. We report the hydration states depending on the chemical structures of
hydrogels constituting the contact lenses.

Keywords: infrared absorption spectroscopy; molecular vibration; soft contact lenses; water; multi-
variate curve resolution; hydrogel; soft material

1. Introduction

Water in the vicinity of material surfaces has been studied in many systems since it has
significant impacts on various interfacial phenomena such as chemical reaction, adsorption,
friction, and adhesion [1,2]. In the field of biomaterials, water at biomaterial surfaces plays
a critical role in determining the response to protein molecules, cells, and tissues [3–5]. Soft
contact lenses are biodevices consisting of polymer hydrogels that contain water molecules
inside and also on their surfaces [6–8]. Thus, the structure of water in the vicinities of soft
contact lenses (SCLs) has been widely studied by a lot of methods, such as sum-frequency
generation spectroscopy (SFG) and infrared spectroscopy (IR) [9,10]. However, the OH
stretching signal of the vicinal water, which is present at the interface between materials and
water, is not accurately and selectively analyzed by conventional methods. For example,
sum-frequency generation (SFG) spectroscopy enables us to measure the molecules only
in the region where the inversion symmetry is broken. However, it cannot measure the
whole interfacial region with several layers of interfacial molecules. As for attenuated
total reflection (ATR) infrared (IR) absorption spectroscopy, it measures both interface and
bulk regions due to the long evanescent field’s decay length (several hundred nm) [11,12].
Therefore, a method is required to analyze structures of vicinal water, whose property is
different from bulk [13,14].

Here, we apply the algorithm of multivariate curve resolution-alternating least squares
(MCR-ALS) to resolve overlapping OH stretching signals of water molecules into two com-
ponents, namely bulk and vicinal water. MCR-ALS is a model-free or soft-modeling method
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that extracts pure component contributions from multicomponent components [15]. All
that is needed to perform an analysis with MCR-ALS is matrix data of raw measurement
results that contain a mixture of the components. MCR-ALS can provide information on the
concentration and spectral profile of each component. Thus far, MCR-ALS has been success-
fully used to analyze data obtained from a variety of analytical techniques, including mass
spectrometry [16–18], spectroscopic techniques [10,19,20], and cyclic voltammetry [21–23].

In this study, a straightforward method for measuring the vibrational spectra of
the vicinal water of water-containing soft materials, such as SCLs, has been developed
by combining attenuated total reflection-infrared spectroscopy (ATR-IR) with controlled
pressure and the MCR-ALS method. Multiple ATR-IR spectra with varying signal ratios
of bulk and vicinal water were obtained through dehydrating the SCLs by changing the
pressure applied to the SCLs. Using the MCR-ALS method to the ATR-IR spectra of water
in the vicinity of SCLs, the OH stretching signals were resolved into two components (i.e.,
bulk and vicinal water). We attempted the comparison of the spectra of the vicinal water of
four different SCLs. This comparison shows that the difference in spectra depends on the
composition of the materials that compose the SCLs. Moreover, it was found that there is a
material dependence of the spectra of vicinal water. In this paper, we also discussed the
relationship between the degree of fouling and the spectral shapes of the vicinal water in
poly(hydroxyethyl methacrylate) (PHEMA)-based SCLs and silicone-based SCLs.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Soft Contact Lenses (SCLs)

The SCLs analyzed in this work are summarized in Table 1. The SCLs (PHEMA-based)
of nonionic and anionic hydrogel used for were omafilcon A (Group II) and ocufilcon D
(Group IV), commercially available as Proclear® 1 day (CooperVision Inc., San Ramon,
CA, USA) and Menicon® 1 DAY (Menicon Co., Ltd., Nagoya, Japan), respectively. In
addition, the SCLs (silicone-based) of nonionic hydrogel (Group V) used were delefilcon
A and somofilcon A, commercially available as DAILIES TOTAL 1® (Alcon Inc., Geneva,
Switzerland) and clariti® 1 day (CooperVision Inc., San Ramon, CA, USA), respectively.

Table 1. SCLs used in the experiments.

Trade
Name

USAN
Name

FDA Category
(Group)

Constituent
Monomers

Proclear® 1 day omafilcon A II HEMA, MPC
Menicon® 1 DAY ocufilcon D IV HEMA, MAA

DAILIES TOTAL 1® delefilcon A V silane, NNDMAA
clariti® 1 day somofilcon A V silane, NVP

USAN = U.S. Adopted Names; FDA = Food and Drug Administration; Group II = high water (≥50%), nonionic;
Group IV = high water (≥50%), ionic; Group V = silicone-based; HEMA = hydroxyethyl methacrylate, MPC =
2-Methacryloyloxyethyl phosphorylcholine, MAA = methacrylic acid, NNDMAA = N,N-dimethylacrylamide;
NVP = N-vinylpyrrolidone.

2.2. Attenuated Total Reflection—Infrared Spectroscopy (ATR-IR)

The IR absorption spectra of hydrated SCLs were measured by Fourier-transform
infrared (FTIR) absorption spectrometer (FT/IR-4600, JASCO Inc., Tokyo, Japan) equipped
with a diamond prism for an ATR configuration. The measurements were performed at
room temperature, and the measurement chamber was constantly purged by pure nitrogen
gas. The intensity of the evanescent field generated in the vicinity of the prism surface
decreases exponentially away from the surface. The decay length of the evanescent wave, d
is expressed as Equation (1):

d =
λ

2πn1

√
sin2θ −

(
n2
n1

)2
(1)
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where n1, n2, λ, and θ are the refractive indices of the diamond prism and sample, the
wavelength of the infrared light, and the incident angle, respectively. All spectra were
collected in the regions from 4000 to 500 cm−1 with a resolution of 4 cm−1, and 300 spectra
were averaged to acquire a final spectrum. In this work, we focus on the region between
3800 and 2800 cm−1 (region of OH stretching mode), where the theoretical penetration
depth ranges between 416.3 and 570.0 nm.

The background spectrum on the prism without the solution was taken first, and then
10 µL of the filling solution was put onto the prism to obtain the spectrum of the bulk water.
After that, a piece of the SCLs cut into 5 × 5 mm2 surrounded by a plastic wall was placed
in the solution on the prism, then the pressure-controlled ATR-IR measurements were
performed by pressing down the SCLs with a plate from the top, shown in Figure 1. In this
configuration (Figure 1), we can minimize the drying of the SCLs during the measurements.
In that case, the ATR-IR spectra include three different signal components, i.e., (i) bulk,
(ii) water near the polymer networks of the SCLs (vicinal water), and (iii) interfacial water
between the prism and SCLs. The contribution of (i) decreases, whereas the contribution of
(ii) increases when the pressure to hold down the SCLs is increased due to dehydration of
SCLs (Figure 2). The ATR-IR spectra, which consist of bulk and the vicinal water between
the SCLs and the prism, were collected t at different pressures [Pressure 1 to Pressure 4
(ranging between 26 and 157 kPa), with the latter having the highest pressure exerted]. We
optimized the applying pressure to avoid irreversible damage to the SCLs through this
process. We checked that there is no damage to the SCLs from the recovery of the shape of
the SCLs by optical microscopy and the reproducibility of the ATR-IR spectra.
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2.3. Multivariate Curve Resolution—Alternating Least Squares (MCR-ALS)

The MCR-ALS process was performed in two steps with MATLAB 2021b using the
MCR-ALS package developed by Jaumot et al. [24,25]. The data of all ATR-IR spectra in the
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region between 3800 and 2800 cm−1 (OH stretching band) were imported into MATLAB.
The initial estimation was calculated by a principal component analysis to separate the
spectrum into two pure components at the first step of the MCR-ALS method with the
non-negativity restrictions. At the second step of the MCR-ALS process, the difference
spectra were calculated to remove the components of (iii). The data from the calculation
of the difference spectra can be arranged in a data matrix D (r × c), the r rows of which
are the number of the difference spectra and the c columns of which are the number
of absorbance wavelengths. The MCR-ALS decomposition of matrix D is carried out
according to Equation (2):

D = CST + E (2)

where C (r × n), ST (n × r), and E (r × c) are the matrix that describes how the n chemical
species’ contribution in the spectroscopically active process varies in the different r rows
of the data matrix, the matrix that describes how the spectra of n species changes in the
c columns of the data matrix (pure spectra profiles) estimated by the initial estimation in
the first step of the MCR-ALS method, and the residuals matrix with the data variance
that cannot be explained by the product CST, respectively. This relationship is shown in
Figure 3. The bulk and vicinal water spectra were estimated from the initial estimation
analysis in this study. Then, we apply the MCR-ALS method to extract spectra of two
components from the difference spectra of mixtures of bulk water and vicinal water.
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3. Results and Discussion

Figure 4a displays typical ATR-IR spectra of contact lenses in the whole measurement
range with applying pressure 4 (157 kPa). Depending on the monomers constituting the
SCLs, the spectral shapes in the fingerprint region (1500–500 cm−1) are different. Figure 4b
shows the spectra measured under different pressure (clariti® 1 day). With increasing the
pressure (Pressure 1 to Pressure 4), the signal in the fingerprint region increases, whereas
the intensity in the O-H stretching region decreases. This indicates that the application
of pressure induces the dehydration of SCLs in the measuring region. Figure 4c shows
the spectra in the OH stretching region under different pressure (clariti® 1 day). Together
with the decrease in the intensity, the spectral shape also changed, indicating that the ratio
between the vicinal and bulk water changes depending on the applying pressure. As the
applied pressure increased, the dehydration of SCLs progressed.

We applied the MCR-ALS method to the spectra in the OH stretching region to separate
the spectral components of bulk and vicinal water. Figure 5a displays the results of ATR-IR
spectra, and Figure 5b displays the concentration of bulk and vicinal water obtained by
the MCR-ALS method. We successfully resolved the overlapping ATR-IR spectra of bulk
and vicinal water. The peaks in the region between 2900 and 3000 cm−1 are assigned to CH
stretching modes. Since these modes are not included in the spectrum of bulk water, these
modes are extracted together with the components of the vicinal water in the MCR-ALS
process.
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The MCR-ALS process also provides the ratio of the components (in this case bulk and
vicinal water). Figure 5b showed that the ratio of the vicinal water increases, whereas that
of bulk water decreased with the increase of the pressure, which is reasonable considering
the process of dehydration under the application of pressure.

Figure 6 shows the spectra of bulk water and vicinal water of each sample in the OH
stretching region. The spectra in the OH stretching region reflect the state of hydrogen
bonding states of the vicinal water determined by water–water and water–SCLs interactions.
The spectra of the vicinal water of PHEMA- and silicone-based SCLs were different from
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that of bulk water. This indicates that the hydrogen bonding state of the vicinal water is
different from that of bulk water due to the water-SCLs interaction.
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We performed the peak fitting to deconvolute the spectra into pure components to
extract more information from these spectra. Figure 7 shows the results of the peak fitting
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of the spectra of the vicinal water for PHEMA and silicone-based SCLs. For the fitting, we
checked the second derivative of each spectrum to find the position of the peaks in the O-H
stretching region. For all spectra, we found four major components at around 3200, 3400,
3500, and 3600 cm−1, and we performed the fitting of the spectra with the four peaks by
optimizing the positions of the peaks.
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According to the previous works on the analyses of water in the vicinity of polymeric
materials by IR absorption spectroscopy [12], water can be classified into three categories:
water that is tightly hydrogen-bonded to polymers, water which is weakly bound to
polymers, and water which has no hydrogen bond with polymers and has a bulk water-like
structure. These three types in the classification are often denoted as non-freezing (strongly
bound) (peak at around 3600 cm−1), freezing bound (weakly bound) (3400 cm−1), and
freezing (free) (3200 cm−1) water, respectively.

The most prominent difference is found for the intensity of freezing bound water
at around 3400 cm−1. Freezing bound water has flexible mobility and fewer water clus-
ters than bulk water, playing an essential role in anti-fouling properties by acting as a
water barrier when proteins and cells adsorb onto polymers [26–28]. Freezing bound
water has been observed in blood compatible polymers such as poly(2-methoxyethyl
acrylate) (PMEA), poly(ethyleneeglycol) (PEG), and poly(2-methacryloyloxyethyl phospho-
rylcholine) (PMPC) [12]. In general, it is well-known that the amounts of protein adsorbed
on SCLs are less for silicon-based SCLs than PHEMA-based ones [8]. Our results show that
the peak tops of the vicinal water spectra of silicone-based SCLs with higher protein resis-
tance are at around 3400 cm−1, indicating agreement with the above-mentioned previous
findings on blood-compatible polymeric materials.

We are currently measuring the amount of protein adsorption on SCLs quantitatively
and correlating the spectra of the vicinal water with the degree of the SCLs’ protein
resistance. Furthermore, we will also attempt to connect the water structure with the degree
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of amenity during the usage of SCLs since the vicinal water contributes to friction between
an eye surface and SCLs.

4. Conclusions

In this work, we proposed a method to analyze the behavior of water in the vicinity of
water-absorbing soft materials such as hydrogels by using conventional ATR-IR absorption
spectroscopy by applying various pressures to modulate the ratio between interface and
bulk components. Then, we extract these spectral components using the MCR-ALS method
from the set of measured spectra. Our results showed that the spectral shapes of the
OH-stretching band, which reflects the hydrogen bonding state of the vicinal water, are
different depending on the chemical structure of polymers constituting contact lenses. We
found that our method can effectively explore the hydration states of materials functioning
in water, such as porous materials, hollow fibers, and other soft materials.

The modulation to the ratio of vicinal and bulk components is not limited to the
pressure used in this work. When we employ the ATR-IR configuration, the concentration
of samples or the surface-prism distance can be possible modulation to change the ratio
between bulk and interface components. We are currently evaluating various interfaces
using these modulations, which will be published elsewhere.

Author Contributions: Conceptualization, T.H. and N.I.; methodology, S.M., S.S. and T.H.; software,
S.M., S.C., S.S, G.V.L. and T.H.; writing—original draft preparation, S.M., G.V.L. and T.H.; writing—
review and editing, N.I. and T.H.; project administration, T.H. All authors have read and agreed to
the published version of the manuscript.

Funding: This work was supported by the JSPS KAKENHI grant (Grant Number JP21H05511,
JP20H05210, and JP19H02565). This work was performed under the “Five-star Alliance” Research
Program in “NJRC Mater. & Dev.”.

Institutional Review Board Statement: Not applicable.

Informed Consent Statement: Not applicable.

Data Availability Statement: Our research activities are summarized in http://lab.spm.jp/.

Acknowledgments: We thank Kazue Taki for the administration of this project.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.

References
1. Björneholm, O.; Hansen, M.H.; Hodgson, A.; Liu, L.M.; Limmer, D.T.; Michaelides, A.; Pedevilla, P.; Rossmeisl, J.; Shen, H.; Tocci,

G.; et al. Water at interfaces. Chem. Rev. 2016, 116, 7698–7726. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
2. Hayashi, T. Water at interfaces: Its Behavior and Roles in Interfacial Phenomena. Chem. Lett. 2021, 50, 1173–1180. [CrossRef]
3. Vogler, E.A. Structure and reactivity of water at biomaterial surfaces. Adv. Colloid Interface Sci. 1998, 74, 69–117. [CrossRef]
4. Patel, A.; Mequanint, K. Hydrogel biomaterials. In Biomedical Engineering—Frontiers and Challenges; Reza, F.R., Ed.; In Tech:

London, UK, 2011; pp. 275–296.
5. Ratner, B.D.; Latour, R.A. Role of water in biomaterials. In Biomaterials Science; Academic Press: Cambridge, MA, USA, 2020; pp.

77–82.
6. Garrett, Q.; Laycock, B.; Garrett, R.W. Hydrogel lens monomer constituents modulate protein sorption. Investig. Ophthalmol. Vis.

Sci. 2000, 41, 1687–1695.
7. Garrett, Q.; Garrett, R.W.; Milthorpe, B.K. Lysozyme sorption in hydrogel contact lenses. Investig. Ophthalmol. Vis. Sci. 1999, 40,

897–903.
8. Luensmann, D.; Jones, L. Protein deposition on contact lenses: The past, the present, and the future. Contact Lens Anterior Eye

2012, 35, 53–64. [CrossRef]
9. Kim, S.H.; Opdahl, A.; Marmo, C.; Somorjai, G.A. AFM and SFG studies of pHEMA-based hydrogel contact lens surfaces in

saline solution: Adhesion, Friction, and the Presence of Non-Crosslinked Polymer Chains at the Surface. Biomaterials 2002, 23,
1657–1666. [CrossRef]

10. Ahmed, M.; Singh, A.K.; Mondal, J.A. Hydrogen-bonding and vibrational coupling of water in a hydrophobic hydration shell as
observed by Raman-MCR and isotopic dilution spectroscopy. Phys. Chem. Chem. Phys. 2016, 18, 2767–2775. [CrossRef]

11. Nagasawa, D.; Azuma, T.; Noguchi, H.; Uosaki, K.; Takai, M. Role of interfacial water in protein adsorption onto polymer brushes
as studied by sfg spectroscopy and QCM. J. Phys. Chem. C 2015, 119, 17193–17201. [CrossRef]

http://lab.spm.jp/
http://doi.org/10.1021/acs.chemrev.6b00045
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27232062
http://doi.org/10.1246/cl.210049
http://doi.org/10.1016/S0001-8686(97)00040-7
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.clae.2011.12.005
http://doi.org/10.1016/S0142-9612(01)00292-7
http://doi.org/10.1039/C5CP07014G
http://doi.org/10.1021/acs.jpcc.5b04186


Molecules 2022, 27, 2130 9 of 9

12. Morita, S.; Tanaka, M.; Ozaki, Y. Time-resolved in situ ATR-IR observations of the process of sorption of water into a poly
(2-methoxyethyl acrylate) film. Langmuir 2007, 23, 3750–3761. [CrossRef]

13. Bai, M.Y.; Ku, F.Y.; Shyu, J.F.; Hayashi, T.; Wu, C.C. Evaluation of polyacrylonitrile nonwoven mats and silver-gold bimetallic
nanoparticle-decorated nonwoven mats for potential promotion of wound healing In Vitro and In Vivo and bone growth In Vitro.
Polymers 2021, 13, 516. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

14. Leng, C.; Sun, S.; Zhang, K.; Jiang, S.; Chen, Z. Molecular level studies on interfacial hydration of zwitterionic and other
antifouling polymers in situ. Acta Biomater. 2016, 40, 6–15. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

15. Ardila, J.A.; Funari, C.S.; Andrade, A.M.; Cavalheiro, A.J.; Carneiro, R.L. Cluster analysis of commercial samples of Bauhinia spp.
using HPLC-UV/PDA and MCR-ALS/PCA without peak alignment procedure. Phytochem. Anal. 2015, 26, 367–373. [CrossRef]
[PubMed]

16. Pere-Trepat, E.; Lacorte, S.; Tauler, R. Solving liquid chromatography mass spectrometry coelution problems in the analysis of
environmental samples by multivariate curve resolution. J. Chromatogr. A 2005, 1096, 111–122. [CrossRef]

17. Dantas, C.; Tauler, R.; Miguel, M.; Ferreira, C. Exploring In Vivo violacein biosynthesis by application of multivariate curve
resolution on fused UV-VIS absorption, fluorescence, and liquid chromatography-mass spectrometry data. Anal. Bioanal. Chem.
2013, 405, 1293–1302. [CrossRef]

18. Sinanian, M.M.; Cook, D.W.; Rutan, S.C.; Wijesinghe, D.S. Multivariate curve resolution-alternating least squares analysis of
high-resolution liquid chromatography-mass spectrometry data. Anal. Chem. 2016, 88, 11092–11099. [CrossRef]

19. Spegazzini, N.; Ruisanchez, I.; Larrechi, M.S. MCR-ALS for sequential estimation of FTIR-ATR spectra to resolve a curing process
using global phase angle convergence criterion. Anal. Chim. Acta 2009, 642, 155–162. [CrossRef]

20. Bortolato, S.A.; Olivieri, A.C. Chemometric processing of second-order liquid chromatographic data with UV-Vis and fluorescence
detection. A comparison of multivariate curve resolution and parallel factor analysis 2. Anal. Chim. Acta 2014, 842, 11–19.
[CrossRef]

21. Johnson, J.A.; Gray, J.H.; Rodeberg, N.T.; Wightman, R.M. Multivariate curve resolution for signal isolation from fast-scan cyclic
voltammetric data. Anal. Chem. 2017, 89, 10547–10555. [CrossRef]

22. Diaz-Cruz, M.S.; Mendieta, J.; Tauler, R.; Esteban, M. Multivariate curve resolution of cyclic voltammetric data: Application to the
Study of the Cadmium-Binding Properties of Glutathione. Anal. Chem. 1999, 71, 4629–4636. [CrossRef]

23. Torres, M.; Diaz-Cruz, J.M.; Arino, C.; Grabaric, B.S.; Tauler, R.; Esteban, M. Multivariate curve resolution analysis of voltammetric
data obtained at different time windows: Study of the System Cd2+–Nitrilotriacetic Acid. Anal. Chim. Acta 1998, 371, 23–37.
[CrossRef]

24. Tauler, R. Multivariate curve resolution applied to second order data. Chemom. Intell. Lab. Syst. 1995, 30, 133–146. [CrossRef]
25. Jaumot, J.; Gargallo, R.; de Juan, A.; Tauler, R. A graphical user-friendly interface for MCR-ALS: A New Tool for Multivariate

Curve Resolution in MATLAB. Chemom. Intell. Lab. Syst. 2005, 76, 101–110. [CrossRef]
26. Tanaka, M.; Hayashi, T.; Morita, S. The roles of water molecules at the biointerface of medical polymers. Polym. J. 2013, 45,

701–710. [CrossRef]
27. Tanaka, M.; Morita, S.; Hayashi, T. Role of interfacial water in determining the interactions of proteins and cells with hydrated

materials. Colloids Surf. B Biointerfaces 2021, 198, 111449. [CrossRef]
28. Hayashi, T.; Tanaka, M.; Yamamoto, S.; Shimomura, M.; Hara, M. Direct observation of interaction between proteins and

blood-compatible polymer surfaces. Biointerphases 2007, 2, 119–125. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

http://doi.org/10.1021/la0625998
http://doi.org/10.3390/polym13040516
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/33572139
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.actbio.2016.02.030
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26923530
http://doi.org/10.1002/pca.2571
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26047147
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.chroma.2005.04.089
http://doi.org/10.1007/s00216-012-6507-4
http://doi.org/10.1021/acs.analchem.6b03116
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.aca.2009.02.037
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.aca.2014.07.007
http://doi.org/10.1021/acs.analchem.7b02771
http://doi.org/10.1021/ac990467w
http://doi.org/10.1016/S0003-2670(98)00309-2
http://doi.org/10.1016/0169-7439(95)00047-X
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.chemolab.2004.12.007
http://doi.org/10.1038/pj.2012.229
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.colsurfb.2020.111449
http://doi.org/10.1116/1.2794712
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/20408647

	Introduction 
	Materials and Methods 
	Soft Contact Lenses (SCLs) 
	Attenuated Total Reflection—Infrared Spectroscopy (ATR-IR) 
	Multivariate Curve Resolution—Alternating Least Squares (MCR-ALS) 

	Results and Discussion 
	Conclusions 
	References

