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Abstract: At present, the thickener market is relatively advanced. Only by imparting thickeners
with new properties can they meet the needs of the current market. In this work, a new modified
tackifying dispersant poly (vinyl alcohol-acrylic acid-triallyl cyanate) (PVA-AA-t) was prepared via
alcoholysis of a random copolymer composed of vinyl acetate (VAc), acrylic acid (AA), and triallyl
cyanate (TAC) by a one-step high-temperature solution polymerization in methanol, which was a
relatively simple method. The structure of the polymer was characterized by FTIR and TG. FTIR
proved the successful synthesis of PVA-AA-t, while TG showed the thermal stability of PVA-AA-t
at around 100 ◦C. The excellent thickening properties of the PVA-AA-t were observed using a nano
particle size analyzer and a rotary viscometer. The nano particle size analyzer showed that the PVA-
AA-t particles swelled in water to nearly nine times their initial size. The rotary viscometer showed
that the viscosity of PVA-AA-t in water increased significantly, while PVA-AA-t was sensitive to
electrolytes and pH, which changed the polymer molecular chain from stretched to curled, resulting
in a decrease in viscosity. In addition, the dispersion properties of PVA-AA-t and a common thickener
as graphene (Gr) dispersants were compared. The results indicate that PVA-AA-t has very good
compatibility with Gr, and can effectively disperse Gr, because of the introduction of weak polar
molecules (VAc) to the polymer molecules, changing their polarity, meaning that it is possible to
use PVA-AA-t in the dispersion of Gr and other industrial applications (such as conductive textile
materials, Gr batteries, etc.) derived from it.

Keywords: thickener; dispersant; graphene

1. Introduction

As we know, thickeners can be used to improve fluid viscosity and fluid rheology [1,2].
Adding a small amount of thickener to the required thickening system can significantly
increase the apparent viscosity of the system. At present, thickeners are widely used in
oil exploitation [3], agriculture [4], food processing [5], daily chemical products [6], textile
printing and dyeing [7], the pharmaceutical industry, and other fields [8–11]. With the
development of industry, the variety of thickeners is gradually increasing, among which
cellulose [12] and polyacrylic acid thickeners [8] are the most widely used. At present, with
the thickener market being well established, domestic and foreign researchers have begun
to devote themselves to the research of various modified thickeners.

Valeria et al. [13] reported a study on the rheological properties of polymer chains hydropho-
bically modified with a small amount of N, N-dialkyl acrylamide (N, N-dihexylacrylamide
(DHAM) and N, N-dioctylacrylamide (DOAM)). Chang-E Zhou et al. [14] prepared an asso-
ciative thickener by compounding two polyacrylate-based copolymers—cationic starch and poly-
acrylic acid—mediated by polyethylene glycol and a polyacrylamide crosslinker, which were
used for digital printing of nylon carpet with enhanced performance. Abdelrahman et al. [15]
reported that the thickener of biodegradable poly (lactic acid-methacrylic acid)-crosslinked
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polymer hydrogel was formulated in situ via a one-pot reaction employing polycondensation of
lactic acid and methacrylic acid followed by free radical polymerization with N, N-methylene
diacrylamide crosslinker. Tao Guan et al. [16] reported a polymerizable acrylic-type hydropho-
bically modified ethoxylated urethane (HEUR), which was end-functionalized by the reactive
methacrylate group and hydrophobic octadecyl tail to significantly improve the viscoelastic
behavior of waterborne systems such as coatings and inks.

This modified thickener has a remarkable thickening effect; however, due to the variety
of raw materials, high price, and complex synthesis steps, its commercial application value
is greatly limited. Meanwhile, researchers are rarely involved in the application of modified
thickeners [17]. For example, applications in wearable and implantable conductive textile
materials have increased in recent years [18–20], one method of which is preparing the
graphene (Gr) finished onto the surface of the fabric via multiple impregnation [20,21].
However, the surface of Gr lacks groups that form a good combination with textile materials,
showing the poor adhesion between Gr and the matrix, along with weak physical fastness,
seriously affecting the product quality [22]. Therefore, in order to improve Gr-Gr and
Gr-fabric adhesion, as well as enhance the conductivity, thickener and dispersant should
generally be added to graphene slurry [23], while the addition of a dispersant (such as
alkyl diphenyl ether sulfonate, naphthalene sulfonic acid condensate, etc.) will affect the
flexibility of the fabric. Therefore, in this paper, from the perspective of reducing the use
of dispersant while improving the adhesion of Gr, a modified tackifying dispersant was
synthesized, which can not only maintain the thickening performance, but also effectively
disperse Gr.

2. Materials and Reagent

Vinyl acetate (VAc), acrylic acid (AA), azodiisobutyronitrile (AIBN), anhydrous
methanol, and sodium hydroxide were purchased from Chengdu Kelong Chemical Co.,
Ltd. (Chengdu, China). Triallyl cyanate (TAC) was obtained from Shanghai McLean Bio-
chemical Technology Co., Ltd. Graphene (Gr) (Shanghai, China) powder was purchased
from Jiangsu Xianfeng Nano Material Technology Co., Ltd. (Jiangsu, China). Except for the
VAc—which requires distillation in order to remove the polymerization inhibitor before
use—and AIBN, which needs recrystallization, the other reagents were used as received.

2.1. Synthesis of PVAc-AA-t

Random copolymerization of poly (vinyl acetate-acrylic acid-triallyl cyanate) (PVAc-AA-t)
was carried out as follows: Typically, calculated amounts of VAc, AA, and TAC were
added sequentially to methanol (100% of monomer mass) in a 500 mL four-necked round-
bottomed flask equipped with a mechanical stirrer, condenser, and nitrogen inlet. After
bubbling nitrogen for 30 min to remove oxygen, the reaction was carried out at 65 ◦C for
3 h, with methanol solution of 5% AIBN (5‰ of monomer mass) slowly added during this
process, followed by continuous stirring for 2 h. In this process, the viscosity of the system
increased gradually, releasing a lot of heat, and finally forming transparent polymer gel
particles (PVAc-AA-t).

The polymerization of polyacrylic acid (PAA) was carried out as follows: Typically, AA
(100 mL), water as a solvent (250 mL), and the oxidant potassium persulfate (KPS) (5‰ of
monomer molar mass) were added sequentially to a 500 mL four-necked round-bottomed
flask equipped with a mechanical stirrer, condenser, and nitrogen inlet. After bubbling
nitrogen for 30 min to remove oxygen, the reaction was carried out at −2 ◦C for 5 h, with
the aqueous solution of 1% reducing agent (NaHSO3-FeCl2) (where n(KPS): n(NaHSO3):
n(FeCl2) = 5:1:1) slowly added during this process. Throughout this process, the viscosity
of the system increased gradually, releasing a lot of heat and, finally, forming PAA (the
polymerization process of poly (acrylic acid-triallyl cyanate) (PAA-t) was the same as that
of PAA, except for TAC).
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2.2. Alcoholysis of PVAc-AA-t

The gelatin particles synthesized in the reaction were added to a methanol solution
of 0.5 mol/L NaOH at room temperature, with mechanical stirring throughout the whole
process. Meanwhile, a methanol solution of 0.5 mol·L−1 NaOH was continuously added
until the solution showed weak alkalinity, and could transform -OCOCH3 on the surfaces
of gel particles into -OH, and transform -COOH into -COONa. In the alcoholysis stage,
a lot of heat was produced, producing some colored substances because of side reactions if
the temperature in the system was too high. Then, the obtained poly (vinyl alcohol-acrylic
acid-triallyl cyanate) (PVA-AA-t) was rinsed with anhydrous methanol several times and
dried in a vacuum at 50 ◦C until all of the solvents were removed. Finally, the dried samples
were ground to an appropriate size by a ball mill, the reaction and alcoholysis of PVA-AA-t
is shown in Figure 1. The alcoholysis of PAA and PAA-t was carried out in aqueous sodium
hydroxide solution (0.5 mol·L−1). The specific operation steps were the same as for the
alcoholysis of PVA-AA-t.

Figure 1. Flowchart of the reaction and alcoholysis of PVA-AA-t.

3. Characterizations

The viscosity of the PVA-AA-t aqueous solution (25 ± 1 ◦C) was measured using an
NXS-11A viscometer at different shear rates; the formula is as follows:

µ =
T
Γ

(1)

where µ is the viscosity (Pa·s), T is the shear stress (Pa), and Γ is the shear rate (s−1).
The FTIR spectra of the samples were recorded on a Nicolet iS50 Fourier-transform

infrared spectrophotometer (Tokyo, Japan) using KBr pellets (frequency range from 4000
to 400 cm−1; each sample was scanned 32 times). In this experiment, the size and size
distribution of the polymer were measured using a HELOS KR dry wet laser particle size
analyzer produced by Sympatec GmbH (Clausthal-Zellerfeld, Germany). The polymer solid
powder was tested by a dry method with compressed air. The sample pool was selected
for wet testing of the polymer aqueous solution. The resistivity of the Gr electrode sheet
was measured using an FT-340 series double-electrometric four-probe square resistance
resistivity tester (ROOKO Instruments, Tokyo, Japan). Thermogravimetric analysis (TGA)
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was carried out on a TGA2 (METTLER TOLEDO, Columbus, OH, USA) to characterize the
thermal stability of the samples. Samples (5–10 mg) were heated from room temperature to
500 ◦C at a heating rate of 10 ◦C·min−1.

4. Results and Discussion

FTIR measurement was employed to investigate the structure of PVA-AA-t, PAA-t,
and PAA, as shown in Figure 2. In the three curves, the strong absorption bands at
3000–3500 cm−1 are assigned to -OH of H2O or VAc after alcoholysis (only in PVA-AA-t).
The absorption bands at 2922 cm−1 should be assigned to C-H. The strong absorption bands
1557 cm−1 and 1406 cm−1 can be attributed to the symmetric and antisymmetric stretching
vibration peaks of COO-, respectively. However, the weak absorption at 1717 cm−1 in
the PVA-AA-t curve should also be noted, which represents the stretching vibration of
carbonyl (-C=O) in the acetate group, indicating that the ester bond in the polymer molecule
is incompletely alcoholized [24,25]; the C-O-C peaks of the ester bond at 1251 cm−1 and
1024 cm−1 also confirm this.

Figure 2. FTIR spectra of PVA-AA-t, PAA-t, and PAA (KBr).

Figure 3 shows the TG curve of PVA-AA-t. Under a nitrogen atmosphere, the mass
decreases for the first time at 50–100 ◦C, and the weight loss rate is 13%. This is mainly
because the polymer absorbs moisture at room temperature. The weight loss rate of the
polymer is 10% at 180–215 ◦C, because the carboxyl group in the polymer molecular chain
is removed. The weight loss rate at 270–340 ◦C is 20%, which is caused by the breaking and
decomposition of the ester or hydroxyl bonds in the molecular chain. When the temperature
is higher than 430 ◦C, the mass of the polymer decreases rapidly, due to the fracture and
decomposition of C-C in the main chain of the polymer. In general, the structure of the
polymer is damaged when the temperature is higher than 180 ◦C, so it can be used in below
150 ◦C without damaging the properties of the polymer.
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Figure 3. TG curve of PVA-AA-t under N2.

We dissolved the PVA-AA-t in water and tested the viscosity, as shown in Figure 4. With
the increase in the polymer’s concentration, the viscosity of the aqueous solution increases
exponentially. When the concentration is less than 0.2%, the viscosity is less than 1 Pa·s
(when the solution concentration is only 0.1%, there is almost no thickening effect). When
the concentration increases to 0.3%, the viscosity increases rapidly to 4 Pa·s. The viscosity of
0.5% aqueous solution can reach 11 Pa·s, showing a clear thickening effect similar to that
of other thickeners. Under shear force, with the increase in shear rate, the viscosity of the
solution decreases rapidly, showing the characteristics of a pseudoplastic fluid.

Figure 4. Viscosity curves of PVA-AA-t aqueous solutions with different concentrations.

Figure 5 shows the variation in the viscosity of PVA-AA-t solutions with different
monomer ratios. It can be seen from the figure that the viscosity is the highest when
VAc:AA = 7.5:2, reaching 3.6 Pa·s. With the increase in the AA content of the copolymer,
the initial viscosity decreases gradually. When the ratio of VAc:AA is 6.5:3, the initial
viscosity drops to 2.14 Pa·s. When the ratio of VAc:AA is 2:7.5, the whole system has no
thickening effect, showing Newtonian fluid characteristics. As can be seen from previ-
ous literature [16,26], sodium polyacrylate has been used as a thickener for many years;
however, under these experimental conditions, we found that increasing the content of
acrylic acid did not further improve the thickening effect—possibly due to the simultaneous
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copolymerization of three monomers in the system, affecting their respective reaction rates.
Moreover, at high temperatures, the reaction rate of AA is faster than that of VAc, and
the formed molecular chain is shorter, which leads to a poor thickening effect. On the
other hand, VAc with a relatively slow reaction rate can form long-chain molecules at this
temperature (65 ◦C).

Figure 5. Effects of different monomer ratios on the viscosity of PVA-AA-t aqueous solution (concen-
tration: 0.3%; TAC = 0.2 phr).

In this experiment, triallyl cyanate (TAC), which contains three ethylene groups, was
used as a crosslinking agent. The crosslinking structure can be formed in the reaction
process, and the more TAC is used, the higher the crosslinking density. From the Figure 6,
we found that the viscosity (1.79 Pa·s) was relatively low when the dosage of TAC was
0.1 phr, which may have been due to the low dosage of the crosslinking agent, low crosslink-
ing density of the molecular chain, and the polymer stretching and dissolving in water,
resulting in the decrease in viscosity. Further increasing the amount of TAC, there was little
change in viscosity, because TAC acts as a connecting point in the molecular structure [27],
and the carboxyl and hydroxyl groups in the molecular chain play a thickening role. There-
fore, from the perspective of application economy, the crosslinking agent is expensive; the
dosage of TAC in the synthesis is 0.2 phr.

Figure 6. Effects of different amounts of crosslinking agent on the viscosity of polymer solution
(concentration: 0.3%; VAc:AA = 7.5:2).
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In this experiment, we compared the particle size distribution (PSD) of PVA-AA-t
before and after swelling, as shown in Figure 7. The PSD of solid powder was in the range
of 0.5–150 µm, the median diameter (D50) was 17.90 µm, and the average particle size was
24.74 µm (note: the solid polymer powder can be continuously ground by a ball mill, and
the polymer powder within the fixed particle size range can be selected by standard sample
separation). After swelling, the PSD of the polymer was in the range of 20–600 µm, D50
was 156.4 µm, and the average particle size was 187.2 µm. Comparing the two cases, the
particle size increased nearly ninefold, showing an obvious tackifying effect. The swelling
principle is the combination of non-associative thickening and associative thickening [28];
that is, -COO- in the polymer molecular chain combines with H2O to form hydrated ions,
hindering the flow of molecules in the system, so as to achieve the purpose of thickening.
On the other hand, the polymer molecular chain contains a small amount of acrylate chain,
forming a comb-like structure. These hydrophobic short chains associate with one another
to form a network structure, which can enhance the interaction between polymer particles
and further increase the viscosity in water.

Figure 7. Particle size distribution of PVA-AA-t before and after swelling.

Figure 8 shows the effects of different electrolytes on the viscosity of the polymer
solution. Under the same conditions, the viscosity decreases significantly (the original
viscosity is nearly 4 Pa·s) after adding electrolytes. This is because the electrolyte can
partially shield the carboxyl anion on the polymer molecular chain, resulting in the curling
of the stretched macromolecular chain formed by the repulsion from the anions, reducing
the friction between the molecular chains, and causing the viscosity to decrease rapidly
with the addition of the electrolyte. The influence of different electrolytes on the viscosity
follows the sequence CaCl2 > KCl > NaCl > CH3COONa. The greater the charge number
of divalent ions at the same mole number, the stronger the shielding effect on the polymer
molecules [29]. Compared with K+ and Na+, the larger the ion radius, the better the
shielding effect on the charge of the molecular chain, making the molecular chain curl
further and the viscosity decrease simultaneously. CH3COONa is a strong base and a
weak acid salt. In aqueous solution, CH3COO- hydrolyzes to form CH3COOH, which
weakens the shielding effect on the polymer molecular chain compared with the other
three electrolytes. In general, the addition of an electrolyte has a great influence on the
thickening effect of PVA-AA-t.
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Figure 8. Effects of different electrolytes on the viscosity of polymer aqueous solution (polymer
concentration: 0.3%, electrolyte concentration: 0.001 mol/L).

There is a carboxylic sodium salt on the polymer molecules, the pH value of which
has a great influence on the viscosity of the solution. Therefore, we compared the effects of
different pH values on solution viscosity. As shown in Figure 9, the viscosity of the polymer
solution (about 4.0 Pa·s) is the highest in the range of pH = 5–7; with the increase in the pH
value, the viscosity begins to decrease gradually. When pH = 9, the viscosity decreases to
1.2 Pa·s; further increases in the pH value cause the viscosity to further decrease. When
the pH is ~13, the whole solution has no thickening effect—this is mainly because under
strong alkaline conditions, the system contains a large amount of ions, which weaken the
hydration of the polymer molecular chain to H2O, making the molecular chain return to a
curled state, reducing the intermolecular friction, and causing the decrease in viscosity.

Figure 9. Effect of pH value on viscosity (polymer concentration: 0.3%).

On the other hand, when the pH value is reduced, white turbidity begins to appear
in the solution. With the decrease in pH value, the sediment increases. We centrifuged
the solution to obtain white insoluble matter, which was analyzed by FTIR, as shown in
Figure 10. The peaks at 2942 cm−1 and 2864 cm−1 correspond to the symmetrical stretching
vibration peaks of the C-H bond, while 1721 cm−1 is the carbonyl peak of the ester bond
C=O, but the peak strength is significantly higher than the infrared absorption peak before
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acidification. It is possible that the carboxylic acid in the molecular chain reacts with the
hydroxyl group to form ester bonds during acidification. The C-O-C peaks at 1242 cm−1

and 1164 cm−1 demonstrate the formation of ester bonds in the molecular chain. It is
also possible that the peak intensity increases due to the increase in the carbonyl peak in
the acidified carboxyl group, and the infrared absorption peaks of the acidified sample
at 1557 cm−1 and 1408 cm−1 disappear, which may indicate that Na+ in the carboxylate
is replaced by H+. The above research shows that PVA-AA-t has excellent thickening
performance, and is sensitive to electrolytes and pH.

Figure 10. Infrared absorption of white turbidity after acidification.

In addition, we studied the dispersion of Gr by PVA-AA-t. Gr was added to the
polymer solution for high-speed stirring and dispersion, and the change in the system’s
viscosity was measured using a portable viscometer (model: VL7-100B-d21-TS). At the same
time, the dispersibility of Gr by PAA and PAA-t was compared. As shown in Figure 11, the
initial viscosity of the three thickeners (PAA, PAA-t, and PVA-AA-t) was 4.3 Pa·s, 3.6 Pa·s,
and 0.8 Pa·s, respectively. When t = 0 s, 0.5% Gr was added to three solutions. With the
increase in dispersion time, the viscosity of the PAA solution decreased to a certain extent,
and then remained stable. After long-time dispersion and grinding, there was still a large
amount of agglomerated Gr in the PAA solution. This phenomenon also appeared in the
PAA-t system, the viscosity of which decreased after the addition of Gr, with a large amount
of agglomerated Gr. Conversely, when Gr was added to PVA-AA-t, the viscosity increased
rapidly to more than 10 Pa·s under high-speed stirring, showing paste-like characteristics
without fluidity. After full grinding and dispersion, the Gr slurry appeared as a dark
glossy paste. Three kinds of Gr slurry were evenly coated on silicon wafers and glass
(thickness: 60 µm) with an applicator, before being transferred to a vacuum-drying oven
and dried at 60 ◦C for 5 h. The dried silicon wafers were used to measure the resistivity.
The dried glass sheets were placed under a microscope (YKP-700C magnification: ×600)
for observation (as shown in Figure 12a,b). As shown in Figure 12, the Gr dispersed by
PVA-AA-t showed good resistivity, while the Gr dispersed by the other two thickeners
(PAA, PAA-t) showed poor resistivity; this is because the Gr dispersed by PVA-AA-t was
evenly distributed, without obvious agglomeration. After the Gr slurry was dried, it can be
seen from Figure 12b that it showed evenly distributed pores (left by the dried polymer
powder particles), and the Gr particles were overlapped with one another, showing good
adhesion and good conductivity. However, the Gr dispersed by PAA and PAA-t had a lot of
agglomeration, and the existence of the acrylic acid on the polymer chains likely inhibited
bridging between particles, causing the force between the Gr particles to weaken, yielding
obvious cracking and even falling off after drying, which affected the conductivity of the
Gr electrode sheet.
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Figure 11. The changes in the viscosity of graphene dispersion slurry (polymer concentration: PAA: 1%;
PAA-t: 1%; PVA-AA-t: 0.1%; Gr: 0.5%).

Figure 12. Resistivity of graphene electrode sheet. (a) PAA and PAA-t; (b) PVA-AA-t.

The Gr in dispersed systems is stabilized mainly by charge stabilization and steric
stabilization. The Gr surface contains a small amount of hydroxyl, carboxyl, and other
functional groups, and is generally shown as an inorganic powder with weak polarity (ex-
cept some with special chemical treatment). Therefore, a widely used sodium polyacrylate
dispersant—such as PAA or PAA-t—in which the polymer chains contain acrylic acid only,
has poor compatibility with Gr. If other components, such as alkyl acrylate, are introduced
into a polymer such as PVA-AA-t, the second component will influence the adsorption of
the polymer and the charge density of the particles adsorbed by it, consequently increasing
the ability of that polymer to disperse Gr. In addition, the introduction of TAC makes the
linear polymer molecules form a crosslinking structure, causing the polymer to form gel
particles. When mixing and dispersing Gr, gel particles reduce the time needed for disentan-
glement between the long-chain polymers, and improve the dispersion efficiency Gr. After
drying, the Gr powders are connected by dehydrated gel particles (PVA-AA-t), showing
better adhesion and better electrical conductivity.

5. Conclusions and Perspectives

In this paper, a weakly polar polymer (PVA-AA-t) was synthesized by a relatively
simple solution polymerization method. The polymer has similar properties to a alkali-
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soluble polyacrylic acid thickener, is sensitive to pH and electrolytes, and shows excellent
thickening performance under neutral conditions, where the solution viscosity of only 0.3%
PVA-AA-t can reach 4 Pa·s. In addition, it shows much better dispersion and thickening
performance for Gr than other thickeners. Based on the findings of this paper, there is
realistic potential for the application of Gr slurry dispersed by PVA-AA-t in the develop-
ment of various products (such as conductive textile materials, robots, etc.) and industrial
production for solving Gr adhesion, while the polymer could be used in research on the
dispersion of other non-polar powders using PVA-AA-t.
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